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A Program Evaluation of a Literacy Initiative  
for Students With Moderate to Severe Disabilities 
Carrie F. De La Cruz 
ABSTRACT 
  Recently the National Reading Panel concluded that systematic and direct 
instruction in phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 
that is informed by ongoing assessments of student progress results in positive student 
achievement (NICHHD, 2002).  For students with moderate to severe disabilities and 
students with autism, reading instruction has historically focused on functional sight 
words.  Unfortunately, very little research exists that has examined how the literacy 
achievement of students with moderate to severe disabilities can be impacted by a more 
comprehensive, data-driven instructional model.   
  A special education program that serves students with moderate to severe 
disabilities and students with autism sought to improve reading instruction and literacy 
outcomes for these students and began the Educational and Life Skills (ELS) Literacy 
Initiative during the 2005–2006 school year.  The purpose of the literacy initiative was to 
improve teacher skill and confidence in teaching reading, increase the alignment of 
literacy instruction with the identified best practices, improve the quality of the 
instructional planning process, and improve student outcomes in the area of literacy.  The 
literacy initiative provided teachers with extensive curricular resources and professional 
development opportunities in order to achieve the desired outcomes.   
xiii 
  This study is an evaluation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  More specifically, the 
goals of this study were to (a) examine how the literacy initiative was being 
implemented, (b) determine to what extent the anticipated short-term and intermediate 
outcomes of the initiative were being realized, and (c) determine the next steps in 
implementation of the literacy initiative.  To answer the evaluation questions, a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative data were collected, including teacher and parent surveys, 
teacher focus group interviews, and student outcome data.   
  Overall, the outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative have been positive, with 
teachers feeling more confident and supported, instruction being more aligned with best 
practices, and students having made gains in their literacy skills.  However, particular 
areas of improvement, such as the instructional planning process and curricular resources, 
should be addressed to meet the needs of students who are nonverbal.  A set of 
recommendations regarding the next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative is included. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 The purpose of this evaluation study was to examine the implementation of the 
Educational and Life Skills (ELS) Literacy Initiative, an initiative within the context of 
an educational program that serves students with moderate to severe disabilities.  The 
goal of the ELS Literacy Initiative is to apply what is known about best practices in 
literacy instruction to a unique population that has been largely ignored in the related 
literature, and to ultimately improve the reading outcomes of these students.  
The ELS program is one of several programs hosted by a special education 
cooperative located in the northern suburbs of Chicago.  The cooperative serves 18 
member school districts and supports a total population of approximately 40,000 
students.  The ELS program is decentralized and has classrooms that are integrated into 
general education buildings throughout the 18 member districts.  The program provides 
instruction in academic and life skills to students who have moderate to severe/profound 
cognitive disabilities, developmental disabilities, multiple disabilities, and autism.  
Students in the program may have physical disabilities, significant behavioral challenges, 
medical concerns, and/or expressive and receptive communication difficulties.   
The program is grounded in a trans-disciplinary model, which means that 
professionals from different disciplines work closely together to provide instructional 
programming for the students.  Each classroom is typically staffed with a full-time 
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teacher, two or more full-time teaching assistants, a speech and language pathologist who 
is in the classroom one and one-half days per week, and an intervention specialist who is 
in the classroom one day per week.  Other support personnel who might be present in the 
classroom and are part of the educational team include an occupational therapist, a 
physical therapist, and a nurse.   
Historically, reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities 
has emphasized life skills applications and has primarily focused on functional sight word 
instruction.  Prior to systematic efforts to improve literacy instruction, reading instruction 
had a similar focus in the ELS program.  Systematic efforts to improve literacy 
instruction in the ELS program began during the 2000–2001 school year, when a literacy 
committee was formed to survey current practices and identify professional development 
needs.  However, the formal work of the ELS Literacy Initiative did not begin until the 
2005–2006 school year, when the program adopted a comprehensive literacy scope and 
sequence and identified a core literacy curriculum for the primary and intermediate grade 
levels.   
 The current study makes use of a program evaluation research design that was 
selected because the purpose of the study was to collect data that would facilitate decision 
making (e.g., determining the next steps in implementation) as well as making initial 
determinations regarding the worth of the program (e.g., the effects on students and 
teachers).  Prior to beginning the program evaluation, the evaluator worked closely with 
the program administrator to clarify the reasons for the evaluation and to identify key 
stakeholders of the initiative and of the evaluation.  Key stakeholders were interviewed in 
 3 
order to gain their input in developing a complete definition of the literacy initiative and 
to identify the evaluation questions.   
 A description of the ELS Literacy Initiative was put into logic model format (see 
Appendix A: Logic Model of the ELS Literacy Initiative).  A logic model is a visual 
representation of how a program or intervention strategy is designed to address a specific 
problem, or set of problems, and how the activities of the program relate to the desired 
outcomes.  In general, the ELS Literacy Initiative was initiated to address lack of teacher 
training and knowledge in best-practices relating to beginning reading instruction for 
students with significant learning differences and challenges.  In addition, the initiative 
was designed to correct a lack of research based practices, a lack of curriculum resources 
for instruction in the area of reading, inconsistencies in instruction between classrooms, 
failure to use data when making instructional decisions, and disjointed instruction from 
one year to the next.   
Over the years, considerable material, personnel, and financial resources have 
been dedicated to the support of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The desired outcomes of the 
initiative can be classified into three categories: short-term outcomes, intermediate 
outcomes, and long-term outcomes.  The identified short-term outcomes include 
improvements in conditions to support literacy instruction, changes in staff beliefs and 
skills, and changes in teacher instructional behavior.  The desired intermediate outcomes 
are those that can be expected to be achieved within two to three years after the formal 
start of the initiative and they include outcomes such as increased instructional 
consistency between classrooms and between grades, improved student integration into 
school communities, and increased generalization of reading skills between home and 
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school.  The long-term anticipated outcomes are the most important outcomes of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative and include a) improving student reading achievement, b) improving 
post-school outcomes, and c) serving as a model to member districts in the area of 
literacy instruction.   
 The purposes of the current evaluation study were threefold: 1) to examine how 
the ELS Literacy Initiative was being implemented, 2) to determine the extent to which 
the anticipated outcomes of the initiative were being realized, and c) to aid the ELS 
program administrator in determining the next steps in the implementation of the 
initiative.  The study was designed to address a total of fourteen evaluation questions.  
The evaluation questions were identified based on input from the stakeholders and were 
finalized with the program administrator.  The three identified goals of the evaluation, 
along with the fourteen identified evaluation questions, formed the direction and 
foundation of the program evaluation.   
 To best provide answers for the identified questions, the evaluation was multi-
method in nature and included a mix of qualitative and quantitative data collection and 
analysis procedures.  The methods used included teacher and parent surveys, teacher and 
support staff focus groups, and outcome data relating to students’ literacy skills.  The data 
from each of these sources were analyzed using the techniques appropriate for that type 
of data.  Once each of the data sources had been analyzed, the evaluator analyzed all of 
the information to answer the identified evaluation questions.    
One of the goals of this study was to support the administrator and stakeholders of 
the ELS program in identifying the next appropriate steps in the implementation of the 
ELS Literacy Initiative.  Therefore, the degree to which the results can be generalized is 
 5 
limited.  However, the results of the study will have a significant effect on practice within 
the ELS program and will hopefully result in improved outcomes for students.   
Of the remaining chapters of this document, Chapter Two consists of two main 
sections: a review of the literature related to best practices in reading instruction, and a 
review of the literature related to systems change. The portion about best practices in 
reading instruction reviews the literature pertaining both to students without disabilities 
and students with moderate to severe impairments. The systems change portion includes 
both the barriers to effective systems change and the components that facilitate effective 
systems change.   
Chapter Three discusses methods for completing this study and first describes the 
research design and why it was selected.  It then describes the several preparatory actions 
that took place prior to the initiation of the study.  A large portion of this chapter is 
devoted to a description of the ELS Literacy Initiative, including background and 
historical information as well as the input, activities, and desired outcomes of the 
initiative.  Next it identifies the evaluation questions and outlines the evaluation plan, 
including data analysis and interpretation procedures.  This chapter also discusses 
limitations of the study, as well as strategies for disseminating information relating to 
outcomes of the study. 
Chapters Four and Five describe the evaluation results and provide a discussion of 
the implication of those results, respectively.  The results are organized according to 
evaluation questions.  Data from different sources are combined and triangulated in order 
to answer the identified evaluation questions.  The final evaluation question (#14: What 
should be the next steps in the implementation of the literacy initiative?‖) is answered in 
 6 
Chapter Five.  Chapter Five also provides a summary of the program evaluation 
(including its purpose, method, and results) as well as a discussion of the limitations of 
the evaluation.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The purpose of this literature review is to set the stage for the program evaluation 
study. The purpose of the evaluation study is collect information regarding the 
implementation of a literacy initiative in a program for students with moderate to severe 
disabilities and to use this information to aid the program administrator and other 
stakeholders in identifying the next steps in the implementation of the initiative.   
 The following review of the literature has two primary components; a review of 
the research on reading and a review of the literature on systems change.  The purpose of 
the first component, a review of the research on reading, is to identify what research 
suggests is best practice instruction for students without disabilities and for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities.  The purpose of the literacy initiative (the subject of this 
evaluation study) is to better align literacy instruction with the research and to ultimately 
improve the literacy outcomes of the students in the program.  
 The literacy initiative necessitates that teachers significantly change the way that 
they educate their students and therefore requires ―systems change‖.  Systems change 
does not refer to the actual changes in instruction but to the process that the program and 
the staff go through in order to make those changes.  The second component of this 
literature review is on systems change and the factors that serve as barriers to change and 
the factors that serve to facilitate change.  
 8 
The Research on Reading 
 The importance of reading and becoming literate cannot be overstated (Snow, 
Burns, & Griffin, 1998).   The authors of What Work Requires of Schools:  A SCANS 
Report for America 2000 (U.S. Department of Labor [USDOL], 1991) identified literacy 
(reading, writing, speaking, and listening)  as a foundational skill for later success in job 
performance.  The report further emphasized that work success requires not only a basic 
skill level in this area, but that the demands of the current workplace requires a higher 
level of skill, with employees having to be able to understand and interpret a diverse set 
of materials.   
 In the last two decades, a tremendous amount of work has been done to conduct 
new research and synthesize existing research in order to identify those practices that lead 
to the most positive outcomes when it comes to students learning how to read and 
becoming literate adults.  The importance of this work has been reflected in current acts 
of legislation, which have placed emphasis on the prevention of reading difficulties 
through scientifically-based instruction (No Child Left Behind [NCLB] Act of 2001, PL 
107-110, Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEA] of 2004, PL 
108-446).  In addition to scientifically-based reading instruction, these pieces of 
legislation both recommend a tiered model of instruction and the use of data to make 
important educational decisions.  Evidence suggests that when all three of these 
components are in place (scientifically-based instruction delivered in a tiered model of 
supports in which instructional decisions are driven by data) that student outcomes 
improve (Burns, Appleton, & Stehouwer, 2005).   
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 Unfortunately, the work that has been done to identify best practices in reading 
instruction in the last two decades has not included research on those students with the 
greatest need: students with moderate to severe cognitive and physical disabilities, and 
students with autism.  Historically, reading instruction for this population of students has 
placed emphasis on life skill applications, and has primarily taught students functional 
sight words.  Only recently have experts in the field begun to apply what is known about 
best practices in reading instruction to students with moderate to severe disabilities 
(Browder & Spooner, 2006).  However, there remains a significant need for research to 
determine whether of not these best practice strategies are effective for this population 
(Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006).   
 This current section on The Research on Reading will begin with an introduction 
that will define reading and identify the importance of literacy, and will also discuss the 
impact of current legislation on reading instruction.  Following that will be a review of 
the research on reading for typically-developing students, including how reading 
develops, the conclusions that can be drawn from synthesis reports of the literature 
regarding effective instruction, a description of tiered models of reading support, and an 
explanation of the use of data to drive instruction.  The research regarding best practices 
in reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities will then be 
reviewed, including how reading develops for this population, what the historical 
perspective on reading instruction has looked like, and what the research says about best 
practices in reading instruction for students with significant disabilities.  
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Introduction 
Reading and Literacy Defined   
Gough (1996) presented a ―simple view‖ of reading in which he posited that the 
ultimate goal for reading is comprehension of the text that is being read.  He suggested 
that this comprehension depends on two sets of skills.  The first set of skills includes 
those skills that are required to identify the words in the text with fluency, such as 
understanding that words are made up of sounds (phonological awareness), mastering the 
phoneme to grapheme relationship (phonics) and the automaticity of the application of 
these skills (fluency).  Once the reader has been able to accurately and fluently identify 
the words in the text, the second set of skills required for comprehending text are the 
same skills that are needed for verbal comprehension of spoken words, but applied to 
reading.  These skills include having the background knowledge and experiences to know 
the meaning of the individual words in the text (vocabulary) and the ability to put all of 
the components of the text together in order to construct meaning of what is being 
communicated (comprehension).  Put in another way, Gough’s (1996) ―simple view‖ of 
reading is that readers must simultaneously use their word recognition skills to read the 
text accurately while using their comprehension skills to make meaning of the text that is 
being read.  
Some have argued over the value of teaching literacy to students with moderate to 
significant disabilities because of the need for this population to attain functional life 
skills.  However, others have identified the importance of literacy as a functional life 
skill, especially when literacy is defined broadly.  Downing (2006) conceptualized a 
definition of literacy that includes learners of all ability levels, not just those who 
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eventually learn to read connected text.  According to Downing (2006), literacy includes 
―ways of learning about and sharing information with others‖ (p. 39).  This definition 
highlights the close relationship that literacy has with expressive and receptive 
communication -- especially for those with significant cognitive disabilities -- and how 
important it is as a life skill.  Houston and Torgesen (2004) suggested that reading is a 
critical life skill that is ―the major key in accessing knowledge, gaining independence, 
and exercising life choices‖ (p. 3).   It may be concluded that literacy is an essential skill 
that leads to improved outcomes in all students.   
Current Legislation and the Importance of Quality Reading Instruction  
There are two significant pieces of federal legislation that govern instructional 
practices for students in general and special education.  The first is the No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (PL 107-110), formerly known as the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act, and the second is the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 (PL 108-446).  Both the NCLB and the IDEA 
prioritize high-quality scientifically-based reading instruction for all students, including 
those with the most significant disabilities.   
NCLB has been one of the greatest legislative influences on education in decades.  
Three days after taking office, President George Bush announced his plan for educational 
reform and what he described as the cornerstone of his administration.  Signed in January 
of 2002, NCLB brought high standards, accountability for academic outcomes, an 
emphasis on literacy, school choice, and other features of Bush’s legislative agenda into 
law.   The primary goals for NCLB are for all students to reach high learning standards, 
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be taught by highly qualified teachers, attain proficiency in English, be educated in 
environments conducive to learning, and graduate from high school.  
 NCLB places a strong emphasis on the use of research-based educational 
practices, particularly in the area of early reading development.  Special funding 
opportunities were included in the NCLB legislation through the Reading First and Early 
Reading First initiatives.  The Reading First initiative provides grant monies to states that 
in turn award competitive grants to local communities in order to support scientifically-
based early literacy and early screening programs, as well as professional development 
opportunities for education personnel in reading instruction.  The Early Reading First 
initiative offers funding for existing preschool and Head Start programs to support the 
use of scientifically-based practices to promote early reading development. 
 Another important component of the NCLB is accountability for all students.  
This piece of federal legislation requires that schools demonstrate adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) for all students, including those with the most significant disabilities.  
Alternate achievement measures that are aligned with state standards are allowed for the 
approximate 1% of students who are not able to participate in the state standards test even 
with accommodations.   
  In 1975, special education was mandated nationally for the first time through the 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA).  Now renamed the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 (PL 108-446), the purpose of 
this legislation is to ensure a free and appropriate education for children with disabilities.  
Despite being a piece of legislation that governs special education, the IDEA places great 
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emphasis on early intervention and prevention, high-quality scientifically-based 
instruction, and accountability for all students, very similar to NCLB.   
While pre-referral interventions were recommended as part of IDEA 1997, IDEA 
2004 places even greater emphasis on early intervention services with the hopes of 
reducing over-identification and unnecessary referrals to special education. The goal is to 
prevent problems before they need intensive resources and require special education 
support to be remediated.  Significantly, IDEA 2004 allows districts to use up to 15% of 
their federal special education funds to go toward early intervention including the 
development, implementation, and maintenance of these intervention services.  Specific 
emphasis is placed on the early grade levels (K-3) and interventions that are 
scientifically-based, including literacy instruction.  
Accountability is also a significant component of IDEA 2004.  Changes in the 
IDEA 2004 reflect less of an emphasis on compliance with rules and more of an 
emphasis on student outcomes.  Very similar to accountability guidelines posed by 
NCLB, the IDEA requires that the achievement of all students be measured against state 
standards, and that alternate assessments be available for those students who are not able 
to participate in the state assessments.  Furthermore, districts must report the results of 
these assessments disaggregated by subgroup, including those in special education.   
In summary, the NCLB emphasizes and promotes scientifically-based 
instructional practices, early intervention and prevention, early reading and literacy 
development, teacher training and professional development, and accountability for 
results in student academic achievement.  Importantly, these priorities are in place for all 
students, even those with the most significant disabilities.  IDEA 2004 also prioritizes 
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early intervention and prevention, scientifically-based instruction and intervention, and 
accountability for the outcomes for all students.  The overall message being sent by both 
of these important pieces of legislation is that reading and literacy are important, and that 
schools must be held accountable for the achievement of all students in this area.    
Best Practices in Reading Instruction 
 Because of the work that has been done by researchers in the last two decades, 
strong conclusions are able to be made regarding how reading develops and the most 
effective strategies for teaching reading (National Reading Panel, 2000).  This section on 
the Best Practices in Reading Instruction will describe how reading skills develop in 
most children, and will identify the most effective instructional strategies as described by 
two important synthesis reports.  Two other topics will be included in this section on best 
practices.  The first is the use of a tiered model for conceptualizing reading instruction 
and intervention, and the other is the use of a data-driven process for making instructional 
decisions.   
How Reading Develops 
Houston, Al Otaiba, and Torgesen (2006) described a common path along which 
children learn to read.  This path includes three distinct stages of development: 
prereading, learning to read, and reading to learn.   
The prereading stage of development serves as the foundation for later learning.  
This stage mostly consists of language development (expressive and receptive), which 
serves as the foundation for later comprehension of written text.  This stage also includes 
children learning about the world around themselves, which fosters vocabulary 
development and verbal thinking skills.  Children at the prereading stage of development 
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are beginning to take interest in books and learning how they work (which way to hold 
the book, turning pages left to right, understanding that the words carry the message, 
etc.).  Some initial knowledge of letters, a beginning awareness of the phonological 
structure of words, and recognition of environmental print (those words that are 
recognizable in the context in which they occur, such as McDonald’s) and very familiar 
sight words (e.g., the child’s name) may also occur at this stage of development.   
During the learning to read stage, children are learning the skills necessary to 
identify printed words accurately and fluently.  Their awareness of the sounds that make 
up spoken words (phonological awareness) becomes much more sophisticated, and at the 
end of this stage they are able to masterfully manipulate phonemes to make new words, 
such as through phoneme substitution (e.g., cat with a ―b‖ is bat).  During this stage, 
children also master the ability to associate sounds with letters, and to use these sounds to 
form words, also known as the alphabetic principle.   At the beginning of the learning to 
read stage, children shift from first using arbitrary features to identify words, to guessing 
on words based on one or two letters in the word, and finally to accurately decoding and 
identifying words using their knowledge of sound and letter relationships.  Through their 
practice with reading and decoding words, students at this stage of development are able 
to recognize an increasing number of words by sight.  This is the key to fluent reading, 
which marks the end of this stage of reading development.   
Once students are accurate and fluent readers, their attention during the reading 
process shifts away from decoding words, to comprehending the text that is being read.  
Students at this stage are actually thinking about what they are reading while they are 
reading.  Once this shift occurs, the reading to learn stage of development begins.  
 16 
Throughout this stage, students continue to expand their background knowledge and 
vocabulary in order to support comprehension. They become more skilled at applying 
strategies for gaining meaning from written text and expanding their understanding of 
what they have read.  Eventually, students are able to construct their own judgments of 
text and are able to identify different viewpoints within the text.  This stage of reading 
development does not end and continues to develop through adulthood.   
Conclusions on Effective Instruction   
Given the importance of reading as a life skill, it is important to identify 
scientifically-based, effective instructional practices in the area of reading.  Two groups 
were commissioned to review existing research and to identify the practices and 
strategies that have been empirically found to be effective.   The National Academy of 
Sciences published their synthesis report in 1998 titled Preventing Reading Difficulties in 
Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  Two years later, the National Reading 
Panel published their meta-analysis of the literature on reading instruction, the Report of 
the National Reading Panel (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
[NICHHD], 2002).  Both reports contain important information on teaching children to 
read, and their results are briefly summarized below.   
Recognizing the importance of reading to student achievement and to society, the 
U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
asked the National Academy of Sciences to study the prevention of reading difficulties in 
young children.  The result of their efforts was the synthesis report, Preventing Reading 
Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  The report summarized 
the existing research on the process of learning to read, and it reported both risk factors 
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and predictors of success in learning to read.  Recommendations were made regarding 
effective instructional practices for students who were pre-kindergarten through grade 
three, as well as for future research in the area of reading.  Throughout the report, several 
themes emerged including the importance of preventing reading difficulties, providing 
quality instruction, and having professional development for educational personnel.   
As part of their report, Snow, Burns, & Griffin (1998) concluded that preventing 
reading difficulties begins at home before students enter preschool or kindergarten.  They 
recommended that parents provide their young children with literacy-rich environments, 
including books and environmental print, and that they should regularly share literacy 
experiences with their children.  They further recommended that children have 
opportunities to learn about books and book conventions, to listen to stories and have 
opportunities to ask questions and discuss those stories, and to engage in other print 
activities such as scribbling and pretending to write.  The priority at this very early age 
should be with providing rich language and literacy experiences so that children can 
develop strong vocabularies and concepts of print (Snow, Burns, & Griffen, 1998). 
According to Snow, Burns, & Griffin (1998), ―Research with preschoolers has 
demonstrated that (a) adult-child shared book reading that stimulates verbal interaction 
can enhance language (especially vocabulary) development and knowledge about 
concepts of print, and (b) activities that direct young children's attention to the sound 
structure within spoken words (e.g., play with songs and poems that emphasize rhyming, 
jokes, and games that depend on switching sounds within words), and to the relations 
between print and speech can facilitate learning to read‖ (p.319) .  Therefore, the authors 
concluded that preschool experiences should include adult-child shared book reading 
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with opportunities for verbal interaction and vocabulary development.  Preschool 
experiences should also explicitly direct children’s attention to the phonological 
structures of speech and highlight the relationship between speech and print.   
The report characterized quality instruction in kindergarten as focusing on the 
alphabetic principle, i.e., the understanding that spoken words are made up of sounds, and 
that written letters can be used to represent those sounds.  Additionally, it was 
recommended that kindergarten classrooms be language and vocabulary rich, and should 
include instruction in writing and the comprehension of text.  In their recommendations 
for first grade instruction, Snow, Burns, & Griffin (1998) emphasized the importance of 
teaching letter/sound relationships, providing opportunities for reading connected text 
with fluency, and continuing instruction in writing and reading comprehension.   
For instruction in the second grade and above, the recommendations were to 
continue teaching students strategies for sounding out words for the purpose of decoding 
them, and to provide explicit instruction in comprehension strategies such as 
summarizing the main idea, predicting events and outcomes, and drawing inferences.  
Direct and systematic instruction in the areas of vocabulary, fluency, and writing should 
also be continued at this level, according to the report.  Overall, the recommendations 
were for comprehensive instructional programming in the area of literacy that teaches 
skills through direct and explicit instruction.  
In 2000, the National Reading Panel (NRP) issued a consensus report in response 
to a congressional mandate to identify the skills and methodologies central to effective 
reading instruction. The Panel sought to go a step further than the 1998 consensus report, 
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin) by 
 19 
conducting meta-analyses of the research relating to the critical skills identified in the 
earlier report in order to formulate sound conclusions regarding the most effective 
strategies for reading instruction.  They also conducted a series of public hearings to 
identify other important areas of study.  The Report of the National Reading Panel;  
Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence-based Assessment of the Scientific Research 
Literature on Reading and its Implications for Reading Instruction (NICHHD, 2000) is 
the most current and comprehensive review of reading research to have been published to 
date. In their initial search, the committee reviewed more than 100,000 studies on reading 
and, through a careful screening process, included only those that (1) focused directly on 
reading development in Kindergarten through grade two, (2) were published in a peer-
refereed journal, (3) utilized an experimental or quasi-experimental research design, and 
(4) had an adequate sample size.  
The Report of the National Reading Panel provides analyses and discussion 
regarding what they identified as the five necessary components of effective reading 
instruction:  phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension 
(NICHHD, 2000).  Phonemic awareness is the understanding that words are made up of 
individual sounds.  When students have mastered phonemic awareness, they can listen to 
a spoken word and identify the individual phonemes (or sounds) in that word, and even 
manipulate those sounds to change the word.  While phonemic awareness is the ability to 
identify phonemes (the spoken sounds in words), phonics is the understanding of the 
relationship of the phonemes to graphemes (the letters and spellings that represent the 
phonemes) and the ability to apply this understanding to decode unfamiliar words.  
Fluency, or the ability to read connected text accurately and smoothly, has a strong 
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relationship with comprehension.  Text comprehension is the ability to read with 
understanding and to communicate with others what has been read.  Vocabulary, the fifth 
component of effective reading instruction, is the ability to understand the meanings of 
words that are necessary for text comprehension and communication in general.   
With regards to phonemic awareness, the Panel found that teaching children early 
to manipulate the phonemes in words significantly improves their ability to learn to read 
and to spell.  The Panel also found that explicit, systematic instruction in phonics is an 
essential component for any reading program, as it was shown to improve reading and 
spelling abilities across students of different ages, grade levels, ability levels, and 
socioeconomic statuses.  The Panel defined systematic phonics instruction as the explicit, 
planned, and sequential teaching and practice of letter-sound correspondences and their 
use in reading and spelling words.   
With regard to fluency, the Panel identified two major instructional approaches, 
guided repeated oral reading practice and approaches that make a formal effort to 
increase the amount of independent, or recreational reading.  Results of a meta-analysis 
of the research suggested that guided repeated oral reading procedures were more 
effective in that they had a consistent and positive impact on word recognition, fluency, 
and comprehension, as measured by a variety of tests, across a range of grade levels.   
Several conclusions were offered regarding vocabulary instruction, most 
importantly, that direct and indirect instruction be included in any comprehensive reading 
program.  Finally, the Panel concluded that text comprehension can be significantly aided 
through the use of several reading comprehension strategies, and that the use of these 
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strategies leads to increased specific transfer of learning, retention and understanding of 
new passages, and general improvements in comprehension.  
In addition to drawing conclusions and making recommendations regarding the 
five necessary components of effective reading instruction, the Panel studied other topics 
such as teacher preparation and the use of technology in reading instruction.  Based on 
the studies that were reviewed, the Panel concluded that both pre-service and in-service 
teacher training increased knowledge and skills in the area of reading instruction and, in 
many cases, lead to an increase in student achievement.  Therefore, it was recommended 
that increased emphasis be placed on effective instructional reading practices at both the 
pre-service and in-service levels of teacher education.  The Panel also concluded that 
while computer technology is currently being used to support traditional means of 
instructing children in reading (e.g., completing worksheets on the computer), other uses 
of computers to improve reading instruction should be investigated.  
In conclusion, the Report of the National Reading Panel (NICHHD, 2000) has 
definitively identified effective instructional practices in the area of reading.  
Additionally, the Panel concluded that there is enough known about most of the identified 
reading practices and strategies to justify their immediate implementation in the class 
Tiered Models of Reading Prevention and Intervention 
In their report, Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, Snow, Burns, 
and Griffin (1998) recommended a model of prevention and intervention that relied on 
different levels of support for students with different levels of need.  They specifically 
identified three levels of support, primary prevention, secondary prevention, and tertiary 
prevention.  This conceptualization of a multi-tiered system of support was first 
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introduced in the area of mental health and behavior prevention and intervention 
(Adelman & Taylor, 1998).  This model has since been adopted by those promoting 
Response to Intervention (RtI) (Batsche, et al., 2005) and has been implemented 
successfully in a large number of school systems (Burns, Appleton, & Stehouwer, 2005).  
In a tiered model of support, the intensity of instruction and intervention is carefully 
matched to student level of need.   
The first level of support, also known as the primary prevention level, or Tier 1, is 
provided to all students, and the goal of this level of support is to effectively meet the 
needs of as many students as possible and to reduce the number of students who will 
require additional support (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  In this way, Tier 1 is intended 
to be preventative and proactive support (Batsche, et al., 2005).   The reading instruction 
that takes part at this level is considered the ―core‖ instructional program, and it is 
important that this program be scientifically validated and implemented by teachers who 
are trained to use the program (Batsche, et al., 2005).   
In any given school system, there are going to be students who need additional 
support beyond what is provided at Tier 1 in the core instructional program.  The second 
tier of support, or the secondary prevention level, is intended to meet the needs of those 
students.  The goal of this level of support is to remediate the identified concern so that 
additional support is no longer necessary, and to prevent the problem from becoming a 
serious, long-term deficit (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  At this level of support, 
supplemental reading instruction is provided in addition to the core reading program.  
The supplemental instruction is typically delivered in small groups, has a strong research-
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support for its effectiveness, and is of an intensity that is intended to quickly remediate 
the academic concern (Batsche, et al., 2005).  
The tertiary prevention level of support, or Tier 3, is the most intensive level of 
support, and is reserved for those students who have the most intensive instructional 
needs (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  The students who are given this level of support 
are those who did not show adequate progress when given Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports, and 
who now have an academic deficit that will require an intervention that is going to reduce 
the significance of the identified problem.  Batsche, et al., 2005, described Tier 3 
interventions as interventions that are longer in duration, delivered in very small groups 
or in a one to one setting, and provide direct and explicit intensive interventions that have 
been empirically proven to provide results.   
Data-based Decision Making 
In a three tier model of prevention and intervention, instructional support is 
provided in direct proportion to student need in a proactive and preventative manner 
(Batsche, et al., 2005).  In order to effectively match student need to level of support, it is 
important that a systematic data-driven process be used to make instructional decisions.  
The use of a problem-solving decision-making model that is based on student data is 
considered to be a best-practice in delivering effective instruction (IDEA, 2004).  Within 
a problem-solving decision making model of instructional delivery, data are used to a) 
identify students in need of additional support (i.e., universal screening), b) determine 
whether students are making adequate progress over time (i.e., progress monitoring), and 
c) monitor student response to instructional changes that are made (i.e., improve 
instruction) (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.)   
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Batsche, et  al., (2005) identified an integrated student data collection and 
assessment system as an essential component of an effective tiered service delivery 
model.  Without data, there is no foundation upon which to make decisions regarding 
student instructional need.  Nine characteristics of assessment procedures that would be 
effective in supporting a tiered model of service delivery were identified by Batsche, et 
al. (2005).  According to Batsche, et al. (2005, p. 25), effective assessment procedures:   
1. directly assess the specific skills embodied in state and local academic 
standards;  
2. assess ―marker variables‖ that have been demonstrated to lead to the ultimate 
instructional target (e.g., reading comprehension);  
3. are sensitive to small increments of growth over time;  
4. can be administered efficiently over short periods;  
5. may be administered repeatedly (using multiple forms);  
6. are readily summarized in teacher-friendly data displays;  
7. can be used to make comparisons across students;  
8. can be used to monitor an individual student’s progress over time; and  
9. have direct relevance to the development of instructional strategies that 
address the area of need.  
Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) has been identified as an assessment tool 
that meets the qualities of effective assessment procedures as identified by Batsche, et al. 
(2005) and can support the educational and instructional decisions that are made within a 
tiered model of service delivery (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.).  CBM assessment tools are 
standardized, brief measures that require students to perform authentic tasks such as 
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reading aloud for one minute, or producing a writing sample in three minutes.  Because 
these tools measure both accuracy and amount of student behavior performed within a 
specified time period, they are considered measures of fluency.  According to the 
National Center on Student Progress Monitoring, there are over 200 empirical studies 
demonstrating the reliability and validity of the CBM family of tools and documenting 
positive student outcomes that are related to the use of these tools (Fuchs & Fuchs, n.d.).  
This discussion, titled Best Practices in Reading Instruction, has reviewed the 
research on reading for typically-developing students, including how reading develops, 
the conclusions that can be drawn from synthesis reports of the literature regarding 
effective instruction, a description of tiered models of reading support, and an 
explanation of the use of data to drive instruction.  The following discussion will examine 
the research on best practices in reading instruction for students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  In some respects, the best practices in reading instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities mirror the best practices in reading instruction for 
typically developing students.  In other areas, there is a lack of research in the area and/or 
the research suggests somewhat different practices for this population of students, mainly 
to accommodate their unique instructional needs.  
Best Practices in Reading Instruction for Students With Moderate to Severe Disabilities 
In 2000, the National Reading Panel (NRP) conducted a meta-analysis of the 
research on reading in order to formulate sound conclusions regarding the most effective 
strategies for reading instruction.  While the conclusions drawn from this report have had 
a significant impact on legislation and practices in schools, it appears as if this 
information has not translated to instruction for students with moderate to severe 
 26 
disabilities (Houston, Al Otaiba, & Torgesen, 2006).  The meta-analysis conducted by the 
NRP (2000) excluded most of the research on students with cognitive (IQ) scores below 
70.  The following discussion identifies the available research on teaching reading to 
students with moderate to severe disabilities and identifies best practices in the area.   
This discussion of the best practices in reading instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities begins with a definition of significant disabilities then 
reviews how reading develops for this population of students.  The historical perspective 
on the reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities is also 
included.  Next, the research on effective reading instruction for students with significant 
disabilities is reviewed in the areas of emergent literacy, augmentative and alternative 
communication, phonological awareness, sight words, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
comprehension, and a balanced approach to literacy instruction.  This discussion 
concludes with a review of the use of data to make instructional decisions when 
providing reading instruction for students with significant disabilities.  
Significant Disabilities Defined 
The population of students who make up those with ―significant‖ disabilities are 
in reality a very diverse group of students, which makes the possibility of defining the 
population difficult.  Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Algozzine (2006) 
adopted a simple definition of students with significant cognitive disabilities as  ―students 
classified as having moderate to severe mental retardation, who may have additional 
disabilities such as autism or physical disabilities‖ (p.392).  While this is a very 
functional definition of students with significant disabilities, it does not fully capture the 
diversity of the students and their needs.   
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Students identified as having moderate to severe disabilities have needs in 
multiple areas (Orelove & Sobsey, 1996).  In addition to cognitive impairments, these 
students often have physical and medical needs such as restriction of movement, vision 
and hearing loss, seizure disorders, diet restrictions, and other medical complications.  
Students with moderate to severe disabilities often have deficits in receptive and 
expressive communication.  The social and emotional needs of these students may 
include social skill deficits and inappropriate and potentially dangerous behaviors.   
Despite the numerous limitations that students with significant disabilities face, 
they can often achieve more than what is expected of them (Gurry & Larkin, 1999).  
When expectations are held high and when provided with quality instruction, even 
students with the most significant disabilities can demonstrate the ability to acquire and 
use skills, including literacy skills (Al Otaiba & Hosp, 2004; Kliewer & Biklen, 2001; 
Kliewer & Landis, 1999).   
How Reading Develops 
Gough (1996) presented a simple view of reading in which reading is defined as 
the simultaneous use of word recognition skills to read text fluently and accurately and of 
reading comprehension skills to make meaning of what is being read.  According to 
Downing (2006), the definition of literacy posited by Gough (1996) inherently excludes 
students with significant disabilities who are unable to access print.  Downing (2006) 
suggested a broader and more inclusive definition of reading and literacy.  Downing’s 
definition includes all communication and encompasses all activities related to learning 
about and sharing information with others.  In this sense, literacy is reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening.   
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 Research suggests that students with moderate to severe can benefit from a 
comprehensive reading program and make improvements in their reading abilities (Al 
Otaiba and Hosp, 2004; Hedrick, Katims, and Carr, 1999).  These research findings may 
suggest that for students with moderate to severe disabilities, reading may develop 
similarly as it does for students without disabilities.  If reading does develop similarly, 
then one might assume that the results of the National Reading Panel (2000) can be 
applied to students with moderate to severe disabilities.   
 However, there is some evidence to suggest that reading and literacy does not 
develop in the same way for students with moderate to severe disabilities as it does for 
students without disabilities.  One factor that may contribute to differences in how 
reading develops is the life experiences of the two groups beginning early in childhood.  
The earliest experiences that students have with literacy and language have been found to 
have a significant impact on their later abilities to learn how to read (Snow, Burns, & 
Griffin, 1998).  These early experiences take place at the pre-reading stage of reading 
development and are sometimes referred to as emergent literacy.  For children who are 
typically developing, emergent literacy begins in the home as parents provide their 
children with literacy-rich environments (access to books and environmental print) and 
regular opportunities for shared book reading. The parents of these children also provide 
varied life experiences and talk about these experiences with their children in a way that 
builds their background knowledge, vocabulary, and expressive and receptive 
communication skills.  These early experiences provide a foundation for later learning 
(Houston, Al Otaiba, & Torgesen, 2006).  
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Students with moderate to severe disabilities do not get the same emergent 
literacy experiences as students without disabilities (Downing, 2006; Gurry & Larkin, 
1999; Koppenhaver, Coleman, Kalman, & Yoder, 1991).   Because of their unique needs, 
the early childhood experiences of students with moderate to severe disabilities may not 
have included environments that were rich in language and literacy experiences.  In fact, 
Light and Kelford Smith (1993) found that preschoolers who used augmentative 
communication systems, when compared to non-disabled peers, were read to less often 
and had limited access to writing and drawing materials at home.  A survey of parents of 
children with Down syndrome found that these parents spent less time reading to their 
children with disabilities than the parents of children without disabilities and that their 
expectations for their child’s ability to read were lower (Fitzgerald, Roberts, Pierce, & 
Schuele, 1995).  The parents of children with moderate to severe disabilities are more 
likely to prioritize medical issues and other developmental areas, such as gross and fine 
motor development (Gurry & Larkin, 1999). As described by Gurry & Larkin (1999), ― 
if, as a parent, your six-year-old has been diagnosed with mental retardation, a seizure 
disorder, demonstrates self-stimulatory behaviors, lacks eye contact, has never reacted to 
the books in his room or your attempts to read to him, and sleeps less than six hours a 
night, the chances are high that you would consider reading a low-priority activity‖ (p. 
web page). 
Because of the potential differences in how reading develops between typically 
developing students and students with significant disabilities, Kliewer and Biklen (2001) 
suggested a reconceptualization the ―ladder‖ of literacy, which presupposes a series of 
skills that build upon one another so that higher rungs on the ladder cannot be attained 
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with out mastery of the lower rungs.  According to Kliewer and Biklen, for students with 
significant disabilities, the attainment of literacy is not so much a ladder as a web of 
skills, which allows for multiple paths to lead to the same place or outcome (Kliewer & 
Biklen, 2001).  Differences in how reading develops for students with significant 
disabilities have implications for the literacy instruction for this population.   
The Historical Perspective 
While individuals with mental retardation have been around since the beginning 
of recorded history, the first documented attempts to provide systematic instruction in the 
area of reading to these individuals have been relatively recent (Katims, 2000).  Katims 
(2000) reviewed the historical research on literacy instruction for individuals with mental 
retardation, dating as far back as possible.  For the purposes of his review, Katims (2000) 
classified instruction for these individuals into two categories, reductionist interventions 
and constructivist interventions.  Reductionist interventions are those that attempt to 
teach literacy in a systematic, but isolated and decontextualized fashion.  These 
interventions are sometimes referred to as ―drill and practice‖ interventions.  In contrast, 
constructivist interventions are those that provide literacy instruction in an integrated and 
contextualized manner.  These interventions often combine reading and writing 
instruction and place a strong emphasis on language experiences.  In his summary of the 
research, Katims (2000) concluded that historical literature on the reading and writing 
instruction for individuals with mental retardation over the last two decades has favored a 
reductionist, decontextualized approach to reading instruction with emphasis on 
individual skill instruction using drill and practice.   
 31 
To assess the current state of literacy instruction for students with mental 
retardation, Katims (2000) conducted a qualitative analysis of the content of 
contemporary textbooks of both special education and mental retardation.  He reviewed 
the textbooks looking for how the text presented the academic characteristics, assessment 
procedures, and instructional procedures, related to the literacy (reading, writing, 
spelling) instruction of students with mental retardation.  Based on the level of 
information the textbook provided in each of the identified areas, Katims gave a rating of 
extensive, useful, limited, or none.   The same textbooks were also analyzed for their 
content related to the literacy instruction for students with learning disabilities.  
There were eight special education textbooks reviewed for each of the three 
indicators (academic characteristics, assessment procedures, and instructional 
procedures) which resulted in a total of 24 possible indicators.  Twenty of the 24 
indicators were rated as ―none‖ meaning that there was not even a mention of that 
indicator for students with mental retardation.  The only ―extensive‖ rating was given to a 
textbook for its description of instructional procedures for students with mental 
retardation.  In contrast, when a similar analysis was completed of the same textbooks, 
but for information pertaining to students with learning disabilities, only one of the 
possible 24 indicators was rated as ―none.‖  Ten of the 24 indicators were rated as 
―extensive.‖  Katims also reviewed textbooks specifically on mental retardation with the 
hypothesis that these more specific textbooks would contain more information on literacy 
instruction for this population.  Katims found that slightly more information was 
provided in these texts on the literacy characteristics, assessment, and instruction for 
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students with mental retardation, but only three of the 10 indicators were classified as 
―useful‖ or ―extensive.‖   
Based on his historical review and analysis of contemporary textbooks, Katims 
(2000) concluded that little emphasis has been and is currently placed on the literacy 
instruction of students with mental retardation.  Furthermore, the instruction that does 
happen tends to be decontextualized, drill and practice activities.   
It is clear that the literacy instruction of students with significant disabilities has 
not been a priority in the field and recent reviews of research related to literacy 
instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities support this conclusion 
(Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; Connors, 1992; 
Joseph & Seery, 2004).  Even when research is conducted, it does not reflect the 
emphasis on research for students without disabilities.  For example, Browder, Wakeman, 
Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine (2006) reviewed the existing research on reading 
instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities in order to provide a 
comprehensive synthesis of the research, and determine evidence-based practices in this 
area.  The group reported the results of their study using the five big ideas of reading 
posed by the National Reading Panel: phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 
comprehension and vocabulary (NRP, 2000).  A total of 119 publications that used 
experimental or quasi-experimental designs (including single-subject designs) were 
identified between the years of 1975 and 2003.  The majority of these studies were on the 
acquisition of functional sight words or picture identification, both of which the 
reviewers classified under the category of vocabulary.  Thirty-four percent of the studies 
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included a measure of comprehension and 28% contained a measure of fluency.  Very 
few (10%) of the studies evaluated phonics or phonemic awareness (4%).   
Conclusions on Effective Instruction 
Syntheses reports on effective reading instruction (Beginning to Reading: 
Thinking and Learning about Print [Adams, 1990], Preventing Reading Difficulties in 
Young Children [Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998], Report of the National Reading Panel 
[NICHHD]) have changed the landscape of reading instruction for the majority of 
students in schools as evidenced by the current emphasis on scientifically-based 
instruction and on prevention and early systematic intervention (IDEA, 2004 PL 108-446; 
NCLB, 2001 PL 107-110).  The synthesis reports identified above have focused on the 
research and best practices for students without disabilities and students with mild 
disabilities.  Comparatively, very little quality research exists that identifies the best 
practices in reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities 
(Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006).   
The following is a review of the existing research on reading instruction for 
students with moderate to severe disabilities.  This section is divided into (a) 
phonological awareness, (b) sight words, (c) phonics, (d) fluency, (e) comprehension, and 
(f) a balanced approach to literacy.  Within each section, the available research is 
reviewed, expert option is cited, and where possible, conclusions are drawn regarding 
best practice instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  
Phonological awareness.  Phonological awareness is the ability to hear and 
manipulate the individual sounds, or phonemes, in spoken words (NRP, 2000).  
According to the National Reading Panel (2000), phonological awareness is an important 
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skill in learning to read and phonological awareness training should be included as part of 
a literacy curriculum.   
Overall there is little research upon which to draw conclusions regarding the best 
practices in the area of teaching phonological awareness to students with moderate to 
severe disabilities (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, and Algozzine, 
2006).  Houston, Al Otaiba, and Torgesen (2006) reviewed the research on teaching 
phonological awareness to students with mild disabilities and recommended that 
instruction in phonological awareness for students with significant disabilities proceed 
similarly to recommended practices for phonological awareness for all students.  Such 
instruction might include clapping the words in sentences and the syllables in words, 
playing rhyming games, practice identifying the sounds in words, and manipulating the 
sounds in words.   
Houston, Al Otaiba, and Torgesen (2006) note that it is important to consider that 
for students with moderate to severe disabilities, phonological awareness skills may 
develop more slowly than they do for their non-disabled peers and that these students 
may require continued practice in phonological awareness skills as they progress from the 
pre-reading stage of reading development to the learning to read stage of development.  
This continued training includes instruction in more advanced phonological awareness 
skills such as phoneme blending, phoneme substitution and phoneme deletion.  Citing a 
study conducted by Cossu, Rossini, and Marshall (1993), the authors warned that some 
students with moderate to severe disabilities may be able to demonstrate higher level 
reading skills without having mastered the isolated skills that make up phonological 
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awareness.  This evidence is a reminder that little research has been conducted on 
phonological awareness in students with moderate to severe disabilities.   
Sight words. Sight word instruction has historically been the primary method for 
teaching reading to students with moderate to severe disabilities (Houston, Al Otaiba, & 
Torgesen, 2006).   Reviews of research have generally found sight word instruction to be 
effective for teaching students with significant disabilities to read words in isolation 
(Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; Browder & Xin, 
1998; Connors, 1992).  However, the generalizability and functional utility of sight word 
instruction has been called into question (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, 
& Algozzine, 2006).  
In order to determine the effectiveness of sight word instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities, Browder and Xin (1998) conducted a meta-analysis of the 
existing research in this area.  A review of the literature from 1980 to 1997 identified 48 
studies that met identified criteria for inclusion in the meta-analysis.  The authors used 
the percentage of non-overlapping data points (PND) to determine the effectiveness of 
the intervention.  This non-parametric approach to meta-analysis was necessary because 
46 of the 48 studies included were of a single-subject design.  Of the 48 studies, 32 
included enough information to be able to calculate PND.  These were the studies that 
were included in the analysis. 
The data suggested that the sight word interventions were very effective overall, 
with a median PND of 91.  The PND was higher for students identified as having mild 
disabilities (median PND of 95) than for students identified as having severe disabilities 
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(median PND if 89).  However, the PND scores suggest a strong treatment effect for sight 
word interventions for both groups of students.   
The authors (Browder & Xin, 1998) conducted an analysis of the data and 
identified which specific intervention variables were most effective in sight word 
instruction.  Included in this analysis was (a) the type of prompting (pre-response or post-
response, time delay or other; errorless learning or not), (b) the number of words included 
in the training set, (c) the type of reinforcement used (verbal praise or praise with 
tangibles), (d) the type of error correction (with or without having the student repeat the 
word correctly), (e) the format for instruction (group or individual), (f) the person 
delivering the instruction (teacher or peer), and (g) whether or not application activities 
for functional use were included.   
The authors first analyzed the components that were significant factors for 
instruction for all students included in the meta-analysis.  One of the instructional 
variables that was identified as having a significant impact on the effectiveness of sight 
word instruction was the opportunity to have students repeat the words after a correction 
was provided.  The second instructional strategy that had a significant impact on 
effectiveness was the use of post-response prompting (i.e., the student is presented a word 
and identifies it incorrectly and is then given the correct response and possibly asked to 
repeat the correct word).  Next, the authors analyzed the results specifically for students 
with moderate to severe disabilities.  The use of post-response prompting was again 
identified as having a significant impact on instruction, as was the inclusion of an 
application activity which encouraged functional use of the sight words.  There was no 
significant impact for any of the other instructional factors.   
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Given the abundance of research that supports pre-response procedures such as 
time delay, the positive effect of post-response prompting was a surprising finding for 
Browder and Xin (1998).  When providing instruction using time delay, teachers present 
sight words to the student while either providing the name of the word simultaneously or 
after waiting a specified period of time (e.g., three seconds). This instructional format is 
sometimes referred to as errorless learning because students have very few opportunities 
to make mistakes.  This differs from post-response feedback in which feedback is 
provided only after the student has responded, which allows students to make many more 
incorrect responses.   
According to Browder and Xin (1998), there are several reasons that post-
response prompting was found to have a significant impact on instructional outcomes in 
their meta-analysis, and why pre-response prompting was not.  First, the authors 
suggested that, because the research was limited to studies in peer-reviewed journals and 
did not include dissertations and other sources of research, the meta-analysis may have 
been skewed with research that found post-response feedback to be effective.  Only 
studies with positive results are typically published in peer-reviewed journals.  The 
alternative hypothesis is that post-response prompting is simply more effective than 
previously thought (Browder & Xin, 1998).   
Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine (2006) provided a 
more comprehensive review of the research on reading instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities in order to determine evidence-based practices in several 
areas.  Their review was different from prior reviews of the research of literacy 
instruction for students with significant disabilities (Browder & Xin, 1998; Conners, 
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1992) in several ways.  First, the authors of this research synthesis used the framework 
for reading instruction posed by the National Reading Panel, and summarized the 
research using the five big ideas of reading: phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension (NRP, 2000).  Second, the reviewers separated out 
research specific to students with severe disabilities from students with moderate 
disabilities, as well as the research specific to augmentative and assistive communication 
(AAC). 
In their review, Browder, et al. (2006) found strong support for sight word 
instruction.  When using the percentage of non-overlapping data points (PND) to 
determine the effect size of single-subject designs, the reviewers found that studies 
related to sight words had an overall PND of 85 percent (41 studies).  Few of the group 
studies met the study’s quality standards, but of those that did, the effect sizes were weak 
across the board.  Based on all of the information that was collected, the authors 
concluded that the only instructional practice with enough support to be deemed an 
―evidence-based practice‖ for students with moderate and severe disabilities was sight 
word instruction ―using systematic prompting techniques in a repeated (massed) trial 
format‖ (Browder, et al., 2006, p. 400).   
While both Browder and Xin (1998) and Browder, et al. (2006) found sight word 
instruction to be generally effective for students with moderate to severe disabilities, 
there have been questions raised about both the generalizability and the utility of sight 
word instruction.  According to Browder and Xin (1998), few of the studies of sight word 
instruction determined whether students were able to generalize the recognition of the 
target word to real materials or locations (stimulus generalization), and even fewer assess 
 39 
the students’ comprehension of the target word (response generalization).  This raises the 
question of educational utility for sight word instruction.  Further questioning the utility 
of sight word instruction is the inherent limitation in reading achievement using a strictly 
sight word instruction approach.  Without strategies for approaching unfamiliar or 
untaught words, students are limited in what they will be able to read across their 
lifetime.   
Overall, the research on sight word instruction for students with moderate to 
severe disabilities is strong and suggests that sight word instruction is an effective 
reading strategy for this population of students.   Sight word instruction should proceed 
using systematic prompting (either pre or post prompting) and be presented in massed 
trial format (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006).  
Because of concerns with generalization, sight word instruction should include planned 
and systematic generalization training words in multiple contexts.  Finally, the results of 
this research synthesis suggest that sight word instruction should be only one component 
of a student’s literacy program, which should also include instruction in phonics to 
provide students with strategies for identifying words that have not been directly taught.    
Phonics.  The National Reading Panel identified phonics instruction as an 
essential component to teaching students how to read (NRP, 2000).  From their meta-
analysis of the existing research, the Panel concluded that direct and systematic 
instruction in phonics is a scientifically-supported practice for teaching students to learn 
how to read.  However, the majority of the studies included in the Panel’s findings 
excluded students with intelligence scores below 70.  So the question remains, is direct 
and systematic phonics instruction an effective teaching strategy for students with 
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moderate to severe disabilities?  There is very little research to determine the answer to 
this question (Connors, 1992; Joseph & Seery, 2004), but evidence exists that this 
population has the capacity to learn phonetic analysis skills (Bradford, Alberto, 
Houchins, Shippen, Flores, 2006; Flores, Shippen, Alberto, & Crowe, 2004). 
Compared to the number of studies that have been conducted on the use of sight 
word instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities, the number of studies 
that have measured the impact of phonics instruction with this same population is almost 
non-existent.  Connors (1992) identified seven studies that measured the phonetic 
analysis skills of students with moderate mental retardation.  Based on his research, 
Connors (1992) concluded that students with moderate mental retardation can learn 
phonetic analysis skills.  More specifically, both isolated strategies such as stimulus 
prompt fading only, and more comprehensive instructional programs such as DISTAR, 
were found to increase students’ phonetic analysis and phonics skills (Connors, 1992).  
To update the Connors (1992) research, Joseph and Seery (2004) reviewed the 
literature from 1990 to 2002 order to identify studies that measured the phonics skills of 
students with mental retardation.  They found a similar number of studies from that time 
period (seven) that measured phonetic analysis as an outcome for students with mild or 
moderate mental retardation.  Because of the limited numbers of students included in the 
studies, and because of the design of the studies included in the analysis, the results of the 
analysis must be interpreted cautiously.  However, the studies, taken together, suggested 
that students with mild to moderate mental retardation can learn phonics skills such as 
letter-sound correspondence and word analysis.  Interestingly, none of the seven studies 
provided direct and systematic phonics instruction to the students as the intervention 
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(Joseph & Seery, 2004).  Some of the interventions identified in the studies included 
error-correction procedures, use of rime and word-analogy cues, phonics instruction 
embedded within the Four Blocks Literacy Program, and computer-assisted instruction.   
Consequently, Joseph and Seery (2004) were unable to conclude whether students with 
moderate to severe disabilities benefit from direct and systematic phonics instruction the 
same way their typically developing peers do. 
 Two studies since the publication of the Joeseph and Seery (2004) review of the 
literature have determined the impact of direct and systematic phonics instruction on the 
phonics skills of students with moderate disabilities (Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, 
Shippen, Flores, 2006; Flores, Shippen, Alberto, & Crowe, 2004).  Both studies 
examined the effectiveness of a Direct Instruction program, Corrective Reading 
(Engelmann, et al., 1999) for teaching decoding skills to students with moderate 
intellectual disabilities.  
 The sample in the Flores, Shippen, Alberto, & Crowe (2004) study included six 
elementary aged students with cognitive ability (IQ) scores ranging from 38 to 52 who 
were placed in a self-contained special education classroom.  Prior to beginning the 
Corrective Reading Program, literacy instruction in the classroom consisted primarily of 
functional sight words.  The Corrective Reading Program was selected over other 
reading programs because of its focus on decoding skills only.  Some modifications were 
made to the program in order to meet the needs of this particular group of students.  For 
example, in the standard implementation of the program, the first letter sound taught is 
/a/.  However, this group of students had learned the letter a as a sight word.  In order to 
avoid confusion, the letter sound /m/ was taught first instead.   
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 The study employed multiple conditions with a specific criterion for phase 
changes.  More specifically, the conditions for the study were (a) identification of the 
letter sounds /m/ and /a/,( b) identification of the letter sounds /s/ and /t/, and (c) decoding 
consonant vowel consonant (CVC) words.  The criterion for success before a phase 
change was made was three consecutive skill probes of 100% accuracy.  The independent 
variable for the study was systematic and explicit instruction in letter/sound 
correspondence, identifying the individual phonemes in a CVC word (a.k.a., saying the 
word slowly) and telescoping the CVC word (a.k.a., saying the word fast).   
 The first goal of the study was to teach students letter/sound correspondence.  All 
of the students in the study were able reach the criterion for success for the letter sounds 
/m/ and /a/.  There was one student who was not able to reach the criterion for the letter 
sounds /s/ and /t/ due to language and articulation difficulties.  (This student did not 
complete the remainder of the intervention.) The number of trials required before 
students met the criterion decreased as they learned more letter sounds, suggesting that 
the students generalized the learning of letter/sound correspondences to new letters.   
With regard to blending and telescoping the CVC words that were made up of the letter 
sounds that were taught (i.e., sam, mat), the remaining five students all met the criterion 
level of performance.  However, when given new words that were still made up of the 
letter sounds that had been taught, but were words that the students had not been directly 
instructed in (i.e., mas, sat), only one of the students was able to meet the criterion level 
of performance for telescoping the word. 
The results of this study suggested that students with very low cognitive scores 
can be taught to identify letter sounds and to blend letter sounds into real words.  
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Importantly, the IQ scores of the students did not predict their ability to perform the 
targeted reading skills.  Furthermore, students who were originally excluded from the 
study because of issues such as behavioral concerns and selective mutism, but who were 
later included, were able to participate in the program and they, too, demonstrated 
mastery of most of the targeted skills.  Thus, student characteristics should not be the 
primary determinant of whether or not to attempt to teach the student decoding skills.    
The Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, Shippen, & Flores (2006) study extended the 
research on the use of a Direct Instruction program to teach decoding skills to students 
with moderate intellectual disabilities using a population of middle school students.  The 
sample included three male students with cognitive ability (IQ) scores ranging from 46 to 
55 who were being educated in a self-contained special education classroom.   The 
authors of this study utilized the Corrective Reading Program: Decoding A (Engelmann, 
et al, 1999) as the decoding intervention.  In contrast to the Flores, Shippen, Alberto, & 
Crowe (2004) study, few modifications were made to the program (because they were not 
found to be necessary), and the program was implemented all the way through 
completion of Decoding A (65 lessons total over a 6 month period).  According to the 
authors of the study, at the end of Decoding A students should be ―(a) identifying letter 
sound correspondence, (b) sounding out words, (c) blending sounds into real words, (d) 
decoding irregularly spelled words, (e) reading sentences, and (f) reading short passages 
at approximately the second grade level‖ (Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, Shippen, & 
Flores, 2006, p. 338). 
Criterion-referenced mastery tests that are given as part of the Corrective Reading 
Program were used as one indicator of student success in attaining these skills.  Accuracy 
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on these measures, which required students to orally identify letter sounds, and produce 
the letter sounds through writing, and read a series of word out loud, ranged from 97 to 
99 percent, suggesting that students demonstrated mastery of these skills throughout the 
program.  Measures of oral reading fluency and accuracy rate were also included as an 
outcome measure.  These fluency measures are part of the Corrective Reading Program 
and are administered after specific lessons.  All of the students met the program’s 
criterion for mastery for accuracy but none of them met the criterion for fluency.  
However, when the Corrective Reading placement test was re-administered, it was clear 
that students demonstrated increases in their oral reading fluency rate.  Before beginning 
the program, none of the students could read the connected text on the placement test.  
Nine weeks after the intervention ended, the oral reading fluency rates of the students 
ranged from 15 words correct per minute to 46 words correct per minute on the 
placement test passages, which were approximately at the second grade level.  Taken 
together, these results suggested that students can effectively learn to decode words and 
read connected text using a systematic and explicit instructional decoding program.   
According to the results of the study, the students’ improved decoding skills also 
had an impact on their functional word reading (Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, Shippen, & 
Flores, 2006).  Prior to beginning the Corrective Reading Program, all three students had 
received sight word based literacy instruction either through the Edmark Reading 
Program (1992) or using Dolch (1955) high frequency words.  Pre- and post-test data of 
the words in these programs suggested that the students’ decoding skills generalized to 
the reading of unknown functional sight words.  This finding emphasizes the importance 
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of learning to read using decoding strategies and because of the life-skill application it 
offers.   
Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine (2006) reviewed the 
research to identify studies that targeted phonics instruction for students with moderate to 
severe disabilities.  As was the case in earlier reviews (Conners, 1992; Joseph & Seery, 
2004), few studies were found.  However, the authors noted that of the few studies that 
were able to be coded for effect size using PND (three total), the effect sizes were strong 
(PND of 93%) and in favor of phonics instruction for students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.   
While additional research is clearly needed in this area (Browder, Wakeman, 
Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; Joeseph & Seery, 2004), Houston, Al 
Otaiba, & Torgesen (2006) recommended that students with moderate to severe 
disabilities should be given an opportunity to learn decoding skills through systematic 
and direct instruction, and that this instruction should allow for additional opportunities 
for practice and for maintenance activities of the skills that have already been acquired.   
Fluency.  Fluency is the ability to automatically and accurately identify words 
either in isolation or in connected text (NRP, 2000).  When students are able to read 
fluently, they are able to devote their energies to comprehending the text that they are 
reading and comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading instruction (NRP, 2000).  
Research has found that reading instruction that includes repeated reading interventions, 
or interventions that target reading fluency, result in improved reading rate, accuracy, and 
comprehension for elementary students with learning disabilities (Chard, Vaughn, & 
Tyler, 2002).   
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In their review of the literature on effective reading instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities, Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & 
Algozzine (2006) found that most of the existing research studies that addressed reading 
fluency measured fluency using error rate instead of counting the words read correctly 
per minute.  In addition, the number of studies that measured fluency was small (20), and 
very rarely was fluency directly taught in any of these studies.  Thus, little is known 
about the impact of fluency instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  
Research exists that suggests that Direct Instruction in phonics can improve the 
fluency rate of students with moderate disabilities.  Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, 
Shippen, & Flores (2006) provided decoding instruction to a group of three male middle 
school students, all identified as having moderate mental impairment and all of whom 
were educated in a self-contained special education classroom.  The authors used the 
Corrective Reading Program, Decoding A as the instructional intervention.  The primary 
goal of the program is to improve students’ decoding skills.  However, the results of the 
study suggested that improving the students’ decoding skills had a direct impact on their 
ability to read connected text with fluency.  The placement test of the Corrective Reading 
Program was given to all three participants in the study prior to beginning the program.  
However, none of the participants was able to complete the placement test because it 
required the students to read connected text at approximately the second grade level.  
Nine weeks following the completion of the program, the students were re-administered 
the placement test.  All three of the students were able to complete the placement test, 
and their oral reading fluency rate on the passage ranged from 15 to 46 words correct per 
minute.   However, it is important to note that the students had difficulty meeting the 
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mastery criterion for fluency when administered the reading passages that were 
embedded within the Corrective Reading Program.   
There exists a need for researchers to determine how fluency is related to the oral 
reading of this population of students.  Many students with moderate to severe disabilities 
have processing and articulation difficulties (Orelove & Sobsey, 1996) that could 
potentially impact their ability to read fluently at a rate that is commensurate with their 
typically developing peers.  Despite these potential differences and barriers, Houston, Al 
Otaiba, and Torgesen (2006) recommended the inclusion of fluency practice of both 
words in isolation and connected text in the literacy instruction of students with moderate 
to severe disabilities.   
Comprehension.  Reading comprehension is defined as the ability to read with 
understanding and to communicate with others what has been read (NRP, 2000).  The 
ability to successfully read connected text and to comprehend what is read requires 
several pre-skills, including the ability to read connected text.  Hasbrouck and Tindal 
(1992) found students must read basic words fluently at a rate of about 100 words per 
minute and be able to decode one and two syllable words with accuracy in order to 
comprehend the text that they are reading and thus enter into the reading to learn stage of 
reading development.  The question is whether this is the case for students with moderate 
to severe disabilities.  Reading comprehension is also strongly related to language 
development.  Students need to be able to both identify and decode a word and 
understand the meaning of that word in order to make meaning of the text being read 
(Houston, Al Otaiba, & Torgesen, 2006).  Students with moderate to severe disabilities 
often have deficits in expressive and receptive language, which has the potential to 
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impact their ability to fully gain meaning from text.  Despite possible deficits in reading 
fluency and expressive and receptive language, the existing research on reading 
comprehension with respect to students with moderate to severe disabilities is promising 
(Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; Koppenhaver, 
Spadorcia, & Harrison, 1998). 
The research on reading comprehension for students with significant disabilities is 
sparse compared to the research on areas such as sight word recognition (Koppenhaver, 
Spadorcia, & Harrison, 1998).  However, Koppenhaver, Spadorcia, & Harrison (1998) 
sought to provide a narrative synthesis of the existing research in this area, and draw 
some initial conclusions regarding what is needed to effectively teach students to read 
with comprehension.  Because of the small number of studies and lack of replication of 
results, the conclusions that the authors drew regarding student reading comprehension 
and effective instruction is tentative.   
 Based on their review of the research, Koppenhaver, Spadorcia, & Harrison 
(1998) identified three areas that educators could address in order to improve reading 
comprehension in students with moderate to severe disabilities: (a) environments and 
expectations in early childhood, (b) classroom learning opportunity, and (c) specific 
instructional and intervention strategies.  The first recommendation is to address the 
learning opportunities that take place at the early childhood level at home and in schools.  
As has been described previously, data consistently suggest that children with 
developmental disabilities have fewer opportunities to be exposed to and interact with 
books and other forms of literacy before entering kindergarten (Fitzgerald, Roberts, 
Pierce, & Schuele, 1995; Light & Kelford Smith, 1993).  This lack of exposure may be 
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due to a variety of reasons from parental and educational focus on other areas, such as 
health and lack of parental and teacher expectations for students with moderate to severe 
disabilities to read and have literate lives (Gurry & Larkin, 1999).  Because successful 
comprehension of speech and text is dependent upon background knowledge and 
vocabulary, it is imperative that students have these early literacy experiences that foster 
language and vocabulary and help children to learn more about the world around them 
(Houston, Al Otiaba, & Torgesen, 2006).  
 According to Koppenhaver, Spadorcia, and Harrison (1998), students continue to 
have a lack of learning opportunity with regard to reading comprehension when they 
enter school.  A review of the literature conducted by the authors suggested that very 
little instructional time is devoted to reading for this population of students, and of the 
reading instructional time that is available, only a small percentage of that time is devoted 
to reading comprehension (Koppenhaver, Spadorcia, & Harrison, 1998).  In their 
research, the authors found that students had extremely limited opportunities to read texts 
of a paragraph or longer, but had more opportunities to listen to teachers read texts of the 
same length out loud.  Furthermore, most of the reading instructional time was spent 
doing worksheets and individual word study.  When reading comprehension was a 
distinct component of the classroom instruction, rarely did these lessons conform to what 
is known about effective comprehension instruction (Koppenhaver, Spadorcia, & 
Harrison, 1998).  
After reviewing the literature on specific instructional and intervention strategies 
for teaching reading comprehension to students with low-incidence disabilities, 
Koppenhaver, Spadorcia & Harrison (1998) found little information that would constitute 
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best practice.  While individual studies were able to identify practices that taught children 
to read with greater comprehension (e.g., questioning techniques, class wide peer 
tutoring, a balanced literacy program), none of the studies included more than three 
participants.  Nor were they replicated.   However, the studies did indicate that expecting 
students with moderate to severe disabilities to be able to demonstrate some level of 
reading compression is a feasible expectation, and that additional research should be 
conducted in order to determine the most effective strategies for achieving successful 
reading comprehension.  The impact of a systematic, long-term approach to teaching 
reading comprehension also needs to be examined.   
In a review of the literature almost ten years later, Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, 
Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine (2006) identified 23 total studies that taught and/or 
measured reading comprehension, but only half of the studies met the criteria for quality.  
However, from those 11 studies that were of high quality, the authors were able to draw 
some conclusions regarding effective practice in teaching reading comprehension to 
students with moderate to severe disabilities. The practices that were found to be most 
effective with this population were the reinforcement of comprehension skills in the 
context of a functional activity, making the instruction concrete through the use of 
pictures, and providing massed trial training with systematic prompting and fading to 
teach students the correct response to comprehension questions.  However, the authors 
note that all of the studies focused only on the question and answer aspect of reading 
comprehension, and that additional research is needed on the effectiveness of teaching 
additional comprehension strategies (e.g., graphic organizers, summarizing, etc.) to this 
population of students.  
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 While there may be some initial indication of which instructional strategies are 
effective at improving the reading comprehension skills of students with moderate to 
severe disabilities (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006), 
there exists a need to conduct additional research in order to determine a long-term and 
integrated approach to reading comprehension that will be effective for students with the 
most significant disabilities.   
A balanced approach.  The research presented thus far on effective reading 
instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities has addressed effective 
strategies for individual skills (e.g., sight words, comprehension).  The evidence 
presented suggests that students with moderate to severe disabilities are able to acquire 
these individual skills when appropriate instruction is provided.  However, in practice, it 
is recommended that students not be taught individual skills, but rather be instructed 
using comprehensive instruction and have exposure to a balanced literacy program 
(Houston, Al Otaiba, & Torgesen, 2006).  The following research suggests that a 
comprehensive approach to literacy for students with significant needs can be effective at 
improving a variety of student literacy skills (Al Otaiba & Hosp, 2004; Hedrick, Katims, 
& Carr, 1999).   
Al Otaiba and Hosp (2004) sought to determine whether a comprehensive 
instructional program that contained all five components identified by the National 
Reading Panel (phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension; NRP, 2000) was effective at improving the reading skills of four students 
with Down syndrome.  Two of the students were at the middle school level, and the other 
two students were in the first grade.  The four targeted students all participated in a 10-
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week reading tutoring program that was run through the University Reading Clinic.  The 
tutors were all pre-service teachers seeking experience with teaching reading.  All were 
provided with extensive training before implementing the intervention and all received 
ongoing supervision during implementation.   
The interventions were individualized based on pre-intervention assessments of 
each student’s skills, but all of the interventions contained all five reading components 
identified by the NRP.  A systematic and carefully sequenced published program was 
used to instruct the students in phonological awareness, phonics, and reading high 
frequency sight words.  Vocabulary and comprehension were taught through reading 
stories and answering questions about the main idea or general story concepts.  Fluency 
was emphasized through a sight word reading game, in which students were rewarded for 
rapid identification of the words on flash cards.  Student outcomes were evaluated on a 
weekly basis using curriculum-based measurement (CBM) probes.  The skills targeted on 
the probes varied depending on the student’s pre-intervention skill level.  Possibilities 
included letter sound probes, sight word probes, or probes that required students to read 
connected text. 
The effectiveness of the tutoring program was evaluated using both pre and post 
standardized measures of reading achievement as well as weekly progress on CBM 
probes.  All students demonstrated some growth in reading skills.  However, the skills in 
which they demonstrated growth varied, as did the amount of growth made by each 
individual.  When the Word Identification and Word Attack components of the 
Woodcock Reading Mastery Test – Revised (WRMT – R) were re-administered, one 
student received the same score on both administrations.  In contrast, all three of the other 
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students made gains; with the largest gains being 10 standard score points for Word 
Identification and 36 standard score points for Word Attack.  The CBM results suggested 
that it was a sensitive measure of student growth as all students demonstrated progress on 
these probes.  Of those students who were assessed using letter sound probes, the rate of 
growth (slope) ranged from .78 to .82.  For those students who were assessed using the 
sight word probes, the rate of growth ranged from .32 to 1.56.  Finally, of the students 
who were given oral reading fluency probes, the rate of growth varied from .49 to .54.   
As was found in prior studies, student characteristics before intervention were not good 
predictors of student response to intervention.   
Hedrick, Katims, and Carr (1999) evaluated the effectiveness of an even more 
comprehensive and balanced year-long literacy program for students with mild to 
moderate mental retardation using the Four Block model of literacy instruction as the 
model program (Cunningham, Cunningham, & Allington, 2002).  The Four Block model 
is a framework for teaching reading and writing that includes four primary components, 
or blocks: self-selected reading block, guided reading block, working with word block, 
and the writing block.  Within these instructional blocks, children receive instruction in 
phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, spelling, and 
writing.  The framework is designed for use in general education classrooms, and the 
research conducted by Hedrick, Katims, and Carr (1999) was the first time this 
framework was used with students with mild to moderate disabilities.  
Nine students participated in the year-long study of the impact of the Four Block 
model on their literacy growth.  The mean age of the students was 9 years and 8 months, 
and their cognitive scores ranged from 40 to 76 (excluding the scores of two students 
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whose scores were unattainable).  The students all were educated in a self-contained 
classroom in which instruction was primarily life-skill based. The Four Block model was 
implemented every day, with 45 minutes devoted to each of the four blocks.  Some 
modifications to the model were made based on the needs of the students.  For example, 
prior to the implementation of the Four Block model in their classroom, most of the 
students had little experience with self-selecting literature and reading independently.  
Similarly, they had very few opportunities to write and express their thoughts on paper. 
Consequently, both of these components of the model were much more structured and 
supported at the beginning of the school year, but started to approximate more typical 
implementation toward the end of the school year.  
The outcome measures used to determine the effectiveness of the intervention 
included both individually administered formal assessments and informal assessments 
that were selected to better reflect their day-to-day progress. On a measure of concepts of 
print, all students made gains demonstrating an increased understanding of the general 
conventions of written English.  When asked to retell the components of a story that was 
read to them (auditory comprehension), student performance increased markedly, with 
many of the students scoring 10 out of 10 points on the post assessment.  Students’ 
writing samples were analyzed throughout the school year to determine progress.  All but 
one of the students made gains in invented spelling and/or conventional spelling.  This 
progress can reflect a growth in their phonics skills as well as their writing skills.  The 
Brigance Diagnostic Comprehensive Inventory of Basic Skills was used to assess 
progress in reading words in isolation.  All students made gains on this assessment, and 
increases ranged from 10 to 45 percent from pre-test to post-test.  Finally, an informal 
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reading inventory was used to assess the students’ ability to read words in isolation as 
well as to read a passage out loud and answer questions.  Students did not show as much 
growth on this assessment tool.  Only three students made progress in answering 
comprehension questions on a passage that had been read aloud.  However, a qualitative 
analysis of the students’ performance on this assessment suggested that they utilized 
more phonics skills and context cues when attempting to identify the words on the post-
test.   
Both the Al Otaiba and Hosp (2004) and the Hedrick, Katims, and Carr (1999) 
studies demonstrated that, when provided a comprehensive literacy program, students 
with mild to severe disabilities can demonstrate an ability to acquire reading and writing 
skills.  Both authors concluded that all students with moderate to severe disabilities 
should be provided with the opportunity to participate in a comprehensive and balanced 
literacy program that targets all five big ideas of reading (Al Otaiba & Hosp, 2004; 
Hedrick, Katims, & Carr, 1999).  Unfortunately, most teachers who are instructing this 
population of students are not providing comprehensive instruction.  Research suggests 
that reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities is limited to drill 
and practice in functional sight words (Katims, 2000).   
Summary  
 Over the past twenty years, a tremendous amount of work has gone into 
conducting new research and synthesizing the existing research on effective reading 
instruction for typically developing students and students with mild disabilities.  This 
research has influenced federal legislation governing general and special education and 
had a significant impact on how schools provide literacy instruction.  Comparatively, 
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very little research has been conducted on effective reading instruction for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & 
Algozzine, 2006).  Of the research that has been conducted, most has been in the area of 
sight word instruction (Browder & Xin, 1998).  This finding is in line with current 
instructional practices for this population of students (Katims, 2000).  Research is needed 
to determine the long-term impact of high-quality and comprehensive literacy instruction, 
including phonemic awareness and phonics instruction, on the reaching achievement of 
students with moderate to severe disabilities (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-
Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006).    
 Of the conclusions that can be drawn based on the research that does exist on 
literacy instruction for students with significant disabilities, some are similar to what 
research has identified as best practice for students without disabilities and some are 
different.  Of the similarities, research suggests that all students benefit from 
comprehensive instructional programming including the five areas of instruction 
identified by the National Reading Panel (phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension).  This instruction should be direct and systematic and 
make use of data to inform instructional decisions.  Ways in which research suggests 
literacy instruction should be different for students with moderate to severe disabilities 
include working from a broader definition of literacy, considering differences in the early 
life experiences of students with disabilities and thinking about the impact on classroom 
instruction, honoring differing abilities in expressive and receptive communication skills, 
and incorporating the use of AAC when appropriate.   
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 While additional research is needed in the area of reading instruction for students 
with moderate to severe disabilities, it is safe to say that it is time for teachers to move 
beyond sight word instruction and toward a more comprehensive reading program that is 
aligned with what is know about effective reading instruction.  Unfortunately, this shift is 
going to require significant change on behalf of the schools and teachers that are 
responsible for the education of these students.  Systems change is a long and difficult 
process but research exists which identifies the strategies that increase the likelihood of a 
successful systems change effort.  The following section, Systems Change, will review 
the literature in the area of systems change and identify those factors that lead to effective 
systems change.  
Systems Change 
There is a large body of research that has identified best practices in literacy 
instruction, and current legislation (e.g., Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act, 2004; No Child Left Behind Act, 2002) requires schools to use these 
research-based practices.  However, very little research has focused on the application of 
best practices literacy instruction to students with moderate to severe disabilities, and 
current practice reflects this (Katims, 2000).  Improving literacy instruction for students 
with moderate to severe disabilities is going to require significant change by school 
systems and by the teachers who educate this population of students.  The fact that the 
teachers and staff will be going through a systems change process must be addressed if 
implementation of the research-based practices is going to be successful.  As stated by 
Curtis, Castillo, and Cohen (2008), ―…knowledge and skills relating to both the  
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innovative practice and systems change are essential if we are to be successful in bringing 
about meaningful change in schools‖ (p.888).   
The following discussion of systems change will 1) provide a definition of 
systems change, 2) identify potential barriers to effective systems change, 3) outline the 
components of effective systems change, and 4) relate the systems change research to 
increasing the use of research-based practices in the area of literacy for students with 
moderate to severe disabilities.   
Systems Change Defined 
Systems change (also referred to as educational change, educational reform, or 
school change) does not refer to a particular innovation, but rather to the process that 
schools must successfully go through in order to implement an innovation (Hall & Hord, 
2005; Grimes & Tilly, 1996).  The term ―innovation‖ is used here to refer to the content 
or substance of the change effort, which can be anything from adopting a new writing 
program to a total redesign of the entire organizational structure of a system (Hall & 
Hord, 2005).  It is not a particular innovation that will be the topic of discussion in this 
section; rather, it is the process of systems change for the purpose of implementing any 
innovation.  Researchers who have written about school change have conceptualized this 
process in several different ways.  More specifically, authors have identified variations in 
the size or magnitude of the change (e.g., systemic vs. small scale, incremental vs. 
fundamental) as well as differences in the direction of the change (bottom up or top 
down). 
Systems change can vary greatly with regard to the magnitude of the innovation 
or change.  Hall and Hord (2005) classified the size of an innovation based on the amount 
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of effort required for implementation, and on the amount of change required in people 
and systems for implementation.  An example of a small innovation would be the 
adoption of a new curriculum in a single classroom.  An example of a large-scale, or 
systemic change would be a re-conceptualization and re-organization and of a school 
system’s service delivery model.  Large-scale innovations are typically complex and 
require significant changes in the roles of staff members, take a number of years to 
implement, and are supported with ongoing professional development and consultation 
(Hall & Hord, 2005).    
Cuban (1996) also described differences in the magnitude of systems change and 
specifically identified two types of change, incremental and fundamental.  Incremental 
changes are those that modify or improve the existing framework or structure of the 
school.  Cuban (1996) compared incremental changes to an old car that gets fixed so that 
it operates better, but the underlying structure and operating system of the car remains the 
same.  Fundamental changes are those that replace or permanently transform the 
underlying structure or framework of the operating system.  This is analogous to buying a 
whole new car because the old one is beyond repair, or because the owner simply wants a 
car that functions in significantly different ways.  Differences in the magnitude of the 
innovation have clear implications with regard to the amount of time, resources, and 
effort required to implement a change (Hall & Hord, 2005). 
Another way in which change efforts may differ is in the direction of the change 
(Fullan, 1997).  An example of top-down change would be change mandated through 
legislation enacted at the state or federal level.  Top down changes could also include 
decisions that are made at the school district level that are expected to be implemented in 
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every school and classroom.  In contrast, bottom-up changes are those that begin at the 
classroom level, expand through other classrooms, and work their way through the 
system until the practice is implemented throughout the district, or even becomes policy.  
An example of bottom-up change would be a single teacher implementing a new 
instructional strategy (e.g., cooperative learning) in order to improve educational 
outcomes.  When the teacher finds success with this strategy, he or she motivates other 
teachers to try the new strategy, and before long the new strategy becomes standard 
practice in the school.  Hall and Hord (2005) note that history suggests that in isolation, 
neither bottom-up nor top-down change  has enjoyed a lot of success and instead 
recommend a ―horizontal perspective‖ in which all the participants in a system have the 
same vision and are working together to implement that vision.  In a horizontal change 
effort, all of the players are viewed as being on the same plane, and are thus made 
partners in the change process.   
Barriers to Effective Systems Change 
Schools are in a constant state of change, trying to find new ways to improve 
outcomes for students (Cuban, 1996).  Opinions vary greatly regarding whether schools 
are effective at implementing change and affecting student outcomes.  Those who are of 
the opinion that schools are ineffective or incapable of implementing and sustaining 
innovation cite numerous programs, instructional strategies and theoretical approaches 
that appear to have come and gone throughout the years (Cuban, 1996).  Undoubtedly, 
there are many educational reform efforts that have not been successful at improving 
outcomes for students and/or standing the test of time.  How can those seeking to 
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improve student outcomes and to change school functioning avoid becoming just another 
―thing of the past‖?  
Researchers agree that careful consideration of the school context in which the 
change is to take place is an essential component of effective change (Curtis, Castillo, & 
Cohen, 2008; Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005).  The school context is 
important because the various components that make up the school can serve as either a 
bridge to successful reform or as a barrier to that reform (Boyd, 1992b).  Boyd (1992b) 
warned that if the barriers are left unrecognized in the process of school change, they can 
lead to the failure of the change effort.  Boyd (1992b) suggested that barriers to change 
can be categorized as either ―school ecology‖ barriers or as ―human / cultural‖ barriers. 
School Ecology Barriers 
The school ecology is made of up of the physical, material, inorganic aspects of 
schools (Boyd, 1992b).  Boyd described how these aspects of schools could serve as 
either barriers or bridges to successful school change.  More specifically, Boyd suggested 
that the availability of resources is an important consideration, given that most 
innovations require significant resources and time to implement.  In addition, the factors 
of a school’s physical arrangement, scheduling patterns, school size, and school safety 
can come into play, and can potentially become barriers to implementation, as well.  For 
example, a school that is inefficiently organized, overcrowded, and unsafe can cause 
stress among all involved, including administrators, staff, parents and students.  These 
factors also can contribute negatively to staff and student communication and morale.  
Other ecological factors identified by Boyd were working conditions and the policies that 
govern school practices.  Both of these factors can serve to either stifle or foster teachers’ 
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sense of professionalism and positive attitudes, thus impacting the facilitation of change 
in the school.  
Cooper (1998) identified several school ecology variables that were significantly 
related to the quality of implementation of the Success for All program, a comprehensive 
school reform initiative that targets schools with a high percentage of at-risk students.  
With data from more than 350 schools, Cooper found that student mobility, student 
attendance rates, and the racial make-up of the student body all served as either 
facilitators or barriers to implementation of the program.  More specifically, Cooper 
found that schools that were rated as having high levels of implementation of the Success 
for All program were also likely to have lower student mobility, higher student attendance 
rates, and a higher percentage of white students.  This study illustrates the impact of 
ecological factors on the implementation of a specific school reform initiative.   
Evans (2001) identified several traits related to school ecology as contributing to 
an ―organization’s capacity‖ to adopt or implement an innovation.  One of the traits 
identified is the school’s financial situation.  Finances can serve as a barrier to 
implementation of an innovation when there is not enough money to support (a) training, 
(b) consultative support, and (c) transition management (i.e., the costs associated with 
coordinating the change effort).  Such costs would be in addition to the cost of 
innovation-related materials, programs, data management systems, etc.  Separate from a 
school’s financial situation, Evans identified a school’s level of stress as an ecological 
variable that can serve as a barrier to change.  As Evans (2001) put it, ―Ironically, the 
more pressured the school, the more it may need reform – and the less it may be able to 
undertake it‖ (p. 130).   
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While the inorganic, ecological aspects of systems change are presented here 
separately from the human/cultural aspects, the two are inextricably intertwined.  
Ecological factors have a significant impact on staff attitudes, beliefs, relationships, and 
culture (Boyd, 1992b).  
Human/Cultural Barriers 
 Boyd (1992b) defined culture as ―…the existence of an interplay between three 
factors: the attitudes and beliefs of persons both inside the school and in the external 
environment, the cultural norms of the school, and the relationships between persons in 
the school‖ (The School Culture section, ¶ 1).  Hargreaves (1997) suggested that many 
school reform efforts have failed because they have sought to restructure the school 
without providing sufficient attention to ―reculturing‖ the school, or addressing the 
attitudes, beliefs, and inter-relationships of school staff.   
Evans (2001) conceptualized human resistance to change as a normal and 
inevitable part of school reform.  According to Evans, there is a difference between the 
way change is viewed by those initiating the change and those who are expected to 
implement the change.  That is, initiators view change as an opportunity for ―growth, 
mastery and renewal,‖ and they intend for the change process to evoke feelings of ―pride, 
excitement, and value‖ in learning new things.   In contrast, those expected to implement 
that same change may feel a sense of loss; the change challenges their competence, 
creates confusion, and causes conflict.  Consequently, there is a large gap between what 
the change means for its initiators and what it means for its targets.   If this gap is not 
meaningfully addressed, the change effort will fail (Evans, 2001).   
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Hall and Hord (2005) also recognized the influence of the individual and how she 
or he personally experiences; consequently, they developed techniques for assessing 
individuals’ ―Stages of Concern,‖ or their feelings and perceptions about change.  
According to Hall and Hord, there is a predictable developmental pattern through which 
individuals move when they are asked to be a part of a change process.  Those at the 
lowest level of concern, Awareness, have little concern or involvement with the 
innovation.  The next stage, Informational, describes those who are interested in simply 
gaining more information about the innovation.  After gaining more information, people 
are likely to start thinking about how the innovation would personally impact them, such 
as how much added demand it would place on them.  Such thoughts are associated with 
the Personal Stage of Concern.  People at the next level, Management, are starting to 
implement the innovation, and are most concerned with the logistics of implementation.  
The final three stages, Consequence, Collaboration, and Refocusing, describe those who 
are fairly skilled and fluent at implementing the innovation, and who are now looking for 
ways to improve the implementation and to assess how the innovation is impacting 
student outcomes.  When engaging in change, it is important to ascertain and 
acknowledge where your audience finds itself along the continuum of these stages of 
concern so that training and coaching can be tailored accordingly (Hall & Hord, 2005).   
In the study described above by Cooper (1998) relating to ecological factors 
influencing adoption of the Success for All program in 350 schools, implementation was 
rated as high quality, medium quality, and low quality.  The author found that several 
school culture variables also were significantly related to the quality of the 
implementation, including a supportive culture for institutional change, the breakdown of 
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resistance, a commitment to implementing the program, and less concern among teachers 
for having an increased workload.  Schools in which these cultural variables were absent 
were found to have a lower quality implementation of the program.   
 While variables related to school ecology and school culture can serve as barriers 
to the implementation of an innovation, it is important to remember that schools are what 
Curtis, Castillo, and Cohen (2008) identified as ―living systems;‖ that is, they are able to 
learn and adapt under the right conditions.  An examination of the literature on systems 
change reveals several critical variables that are related to effective change.  A strategic 
understanding of these variables and their importance to systems change efforts can be 
helpful in overcoming potential barriers to effective change.   
Components of Effective Systems Change 
 Systems change in schools does not happen overnight.  It is a complicated and 
lengthy process that takes place over several years (Hall & Hord, 2005).  Due to the 
complexity of the variables influencing change in schools (e.g., structural, community, 
historical, emotional, legislative, etc.), an exact recipe for successful change that will 
work universally cannot be determined (Senge, 1990).  As Fullan (1997) put it, ―Change 
is a journey, not a blueprint‖ (p. 38).  However, many experts and researchers in the field 
have written and studied systems change in order to identify components that will 
increase the probability for a successful systems change effort.  Several themes relative to 
effective change emerge in the literature, and include: (a) planning for change, (b) 
developing a culture of change, (c) facilitating/leading change, (d) staff development, and 
(e) sustaining change.    
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Planning for Change   
Systems change, no matter the size or magnitude, requires changes in resources, 
changes in roles and responsibilities, and changes in belief systems.  Therefore, the 
change process is not something that should be taken lightly, and must be planned for 
appropriately.  The importance of planning for change has been consistently emphasized 
in the literature (Curtis & Stollar, 2002; Grimes & Tilly, 1996; Hall & Hord, 2005).  In 
planning for change, there is no road map to follow.  However, there are some important 
components involved in planning.  These include assessing whether the system is ready 
for change, developing a shared vision, defining the innovation, and gaining buy-in and 
support from key stakeholders. 
 One important consideration in planning for change is whether the system is one 
that is going to be conducive to change.  Boyd (1992a) identified 17 school context 
elements that facilitate and support school improvement efforts.  Boyd and Hord (1994) 
categorized these elements into four broad categories.  More specifically, schools that are 
ready for change have effectively (1) reduced isolation and fostered a sense of 
community, (2) increased staff capacity through access to resources and shared decision-
making, (3) provided a caring, productive environment where students, teachers, 
administrators, and parents work together as allies, and (4) promoted increased quality in 
instructional practice.  Assessing the presence or absence of these four basic 
characteristics in a system prior to the introduction of an innovation can inform the 
implementation strategies used during the change process.  
 Lehman, Greener, and Simpson (2002) recognized the importance of assessing a 
system’s readiness for change, and developed the Organizational Readiness to Change 
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(ORC) scale.  The scale assesses systems in four areas, including motivational readiness 
(e.g., pressures for change, training needs), resources for change (e.g., works space, 
staffing), staff attributes, (e.g., adaptability, perceptions of growth), and organizational 
climate (e.g., clarity of mission and goals, staff cohesiveness, stress).  This scale was 
developed specifically for use in assessing readiness for system change in substance 
abuse treatment facilities.  It can, however, serve as an example of one way to identify 
the presence or absence of system variables that can either facilitate or hinder the change 
process and to generally assess whether a system is ready for change.   
Senge (1990) identified five factors, or disciplines, that organizations need to 
have in order to become a learning organization, or an organization that is continuously 
improving.    One of the disciplines identified by Senge was ―building a shared vision‖.  
According to Senge (1990), a shared vision is a ―picture of the future‖ that is held by 
everyone in the system.  Shared visions are powerful in organizations because they foster 
commitment, and they encourage experimentation and innovation.  It is important to 
establish a shared vision prior to engaging in systems change because it promotes system 
thinking, communicates the purpose of the change, and motivates change.   
Fullen (1997) agreed that it is important to plan for change.  However, he warned 
against identifying such a vision, or conducting strategic planning too early.  According 
to Fullen, when engaging in systems change in complex and dynamic systems like 
schools, the creation of a vision requires significant reflective thought and experience.  
Additionally, it is important that the vision is shared (though it does not have to be shared 
by all); he emphasized that the development of a shared vision does not happen 
overnight.  Finally, experimentation with the innovation is recommended before spending 
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time with strategic planning.  Experience with the innovation will result in a more 
appropriate and effective plan in the end (Fullen, 1997).    
Before engaging in the implementation of an innovation, it is important for 
everyone involved to have a clear understanding of what the innovation is.  Hall and 
Hord (2005) recognized the gap between the creation of an innovation, including what 
the innovation is intended to look like and accomplish, and its actual implementation in a 
particular classroom or school system with its own set of complex variables.  In order to 
increase understanding and reduce the discrepancy between what is designed and what is 
implemented, Hall and Hord recommended the development of an Innovation 
Configuration (IC).  An IC is a tool that is designed to descriptively communicate what 
the change is and, just as importantly, what it is not.  More specifically, an IC includes all 
of the components of an innovation, and each component is described along a continuum 
from the ideal implementation intended by the developer to an unacceptable 
implementation.  Between the two ends of the continuum are statements describing 
various levels of implementation that increasingly approximate the ideal.  IC’s can be 
used both to facilitate implementation of an innovation as well as to evaluate the quality 
of implementation later in the change process.  
 Curtis, Castillo, and Cohen (2008) identified best practices in planning for 
change.  Several activities were suggested, including beginning by conducting an analysis 
of the school system to identify its unique characteristics and needs.  Other critical 
practices that should occur during the planning process are gaining the commitment of 
key personnel by identifying leaders and gatekeepers, soliciting the involvement of all 
stakeholders, and communicating what may be expected during the change process.  
 69 
Curtis, Castillo, and Cohen also recommend identifying the desired outcomes of the 
change process, developing a strategy for implementation, and identifying an evaluation 
plan to judge the success of the change process.  The final step in the planning process 
recommended by Curtis, Castillo, and Cohen is training the staff in a systematic planning 
and problem solving process.  Increasing the problem-solving capacity of the individuals 
in the system will increase the capacity of the system to address new problems and 
challenges as they arise.   
Developing a Culture of Change   
When implementing change, the school culture can serve as either a barrier to 
implementation or a facilitator of implementation of the innovation (Boyd, 1992b; Evans, 
2001; Hargreaves, 1997).  As described by Fullen (1993), some of the most well-
intentioned innovations designed to bring about fundamental changes in instruction and 
practice have failed to bring about even minimal changes because the implementers 
attacked the problem with restructuring and not with ―reculturing.‖ 
In order to bring about meaningful change, it also is necessary to change the 
norms, habits, skills, and beliefs of those in the system (Fullen, 1993).  To address 
potential barriers that can be created by school culture and to create a climate of change, 
many authors have advocated for school systems to become ―learning organizations‖ 
(Fullen, 1993; Senge, 1990), and for teachers to form ―professional learning 
communities‖ (Hargreaves, 1997; Hord, 1997).   
 Senge (1990) identified five factors, or ―disciplines,‖ that individuals and 
organizations collectively need to become and function as a learning organization.  The 
first is Systems Thinking.  This is the cornerstone of the learning organization because it 
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integrates all four of the other disciplines.  Systems that are able to practice systems 
thinking are able to view their organization as a whole, in addition to recognizing its 
individual and interconnected parts.  It is necessary to see an organization from the 
system perspective because it leads to more effective problem identification and problem 
solution.  The next three disciplines, Mental Models, Personal Mastery, and Building 
Shared Vision all relate to identifying our individual assumptions and beliefs, developing 
and fostering the individual’s goals and personal vision, and in turn, developing and 
fostering the collective vision of the organization (discussed briefly above).  Senge 
describes the last discipline, Team Learning, as coming together to share and learn from 
each other while balancing personal goals with the development of organizational goals.  
The emphasis of team learning is on interaction, collegiality, and shared decision making.  
When organizations are able to achieve success in these five disciplines and truly become 
learning organizations, they are poised to achieve long-term success and to proactively 
adapt to the changing environment in which they exist.   
The development of professional learning communities has been proposed as one 
way to create a culture of change in school systems.  Schools that have been successful in 
establishing professional learning communities have staff members who are motivated to 
constantly evaluate their practice and search for means of improvement, making change 
an accepted and welcome part of the organization.  Hord (1997) identified five attributes 
of successful learning communities.  The first is shared values and vision.  When a staff 
has shared values and vision, all are focused on improving student outcomes and 
learning, and this is reflected in their individual professional actions and their shared 
decision-making.  Collective creativity, the second attribute, is attained when staff 
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members work together to address problems through dialogue, study, and shared decision 
making, which allows individuals to learn from each other and enables the organization 
to more effectively meet the needs of its students.  When leaders of a school are learning 
and working along side other staff members, they are demonstrating supportive and 
shared leadership, the third attribute.  In professional learning communities, the role of 
the administrator is not to provide solutions, but to facilitate and support the collective 
learning and application process.  Supportive conditions, the fourth attribute, are those 
conditions (both physical and human) that uphold the collaborative problem solving and 
learning processes of the schools.  Physical conditions may include schedules that allow 
shared meeting and planning times, effective communication procedures, and space for 
groups to meet.  The human aspects of supportive conditions may include such things as 
positive staff attitude toward students and parents, a normative context in which 
professional development is valued and change is viewed as positive, and staff members 
who are open to feedback.  The final attribute of successful learning communities is 
shared personal practice.  This can also be described as peers helping peers, and requires 
a culture of mutual respect and trust between colleagues so that open review and 
feedback can occur.  Peer review can lead to improved personal and professional 
capacities.  
Hord (1997) conducted a review of the literature on outcomes associated with 
professional learning communities and found that the outcomes were impressively strong 
and positive.  Staff reported a reduction in feelings of isolation, an increased commitment 
to the school’s mission and goals, and shared responsibility for student learning and 
success.  The changes led to higher morale, lower staff absenteeism, and increased 
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satisfaction.  Teachers were also found to adapt their instruction to student needs and to 
engage in innovative practices.  The implementation of professional learning 
communities led to an increased commitment for making significant changes, as well as 
an increased likelihood that staff would engage in fundamental systemic change.  With 
regard to student outcomes, schools with professional learning communities reported 
higher attendance rates, lower dropout rates, greater academic gains, and smaller 
achievement gaps among subgroups of students.  These results suggest that professional 
learning communities can be powerful tools for meaningful and lasting change in 
schools. 
Facilitating/ Leading Change  
 While there are a number of factors that influence the success of a change 
initiative, leadership is identified by Hall and Hord (2005) as the most influential.  The 
following discussion will outline differences in the characteristics of change leaders 
(Evans, 2001; Hall & Hord, 2005; Mendez-Morse, 1992), systematic processes that 
effective leaders utilize when facilitating change (Hall & Hord, 2005; Stollar, Poth, 
Curtis, & Cohen, 2006), and how facilitating change is most successful when it 
emphasizes a team process (Hall & Hord, 2005).   
All styles of leadership are not created equal.  Leadership can come in many sizes 
and forms, and differences in leadership style can lead to different outcomes in change 
initiatives (Hall & Hord, 2005).  In other words, some leaders are more effective at 
implementing and sustaining change than are others.   
Many authors have discussed the characteristics of leaders who are effective in 
facilitating change.  In his description of the authentic leader, Evans (2001) suggested 
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that the change process begins with trust and confidence in leaders.  The key to both trust 
and confidence, according to Evans, is authenticity.  He suggested that successful leaders 
are not followed because of their knowledge base or because of their approach to the 
change process; rather, it is because they possess a certain level of integrity and are 
genuine people (i.e., they are authentic).  Leaders who are authentic lead with clarity and 
focus; they know what they want and they work to get it.  According to Evans (2001), 
authentic leadership is the key to successful innovation and change.   
Drawing from the literature on effective schools and effective teacher leadership, 
Mendez-Morse (1992) identified six characteristics of effective change leaders.  First, 
effective leaders have vision -- a picture of the future -- and they foster a shared vision 
among their staff.  Second, facilitators of effective change lead with the understanding 
and belief that the purpose of schools is to educate students, and that all decisions should 
be made with this in mind.  Mendez-Morse also found that effective leaders view their 
staff as their most important resource, and that they value the professional contributions 
of their staff.  Next, leaders who are successful at brining about change are equally 
effective as communicators as they are at being good listeners.  Finally, effective leaders 
are proactive in anticipating and planning for change, and they take risks to meet the 
needs of their students and staff members.   
Based on information from their research and experiences, Hall and Hord (2005) 
identified three basic change facilitator styles: The Initiator, The Manager, and The 
Responder.   The initiator is thoughtful and acts purposefully and strategically.  Leaders 
who fit into this category have a well articulated vision for what they want to achieve and 
a clear plan for attaining that vision.  Initiators have high expectations for their staff and 
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are also concerned with motivating that staff.  They consciously and continuously engage 
in an improvement process, and question what they and others can do better.   
The manager is not as vision-focused as the initiator, but is very effective at 
running and managing the day to day activities of the school.  Managers are not proactive 
at seeking change, and when change is necessary, they don’t rush into it.  Instead, they 
take time to assess the potential change and make a decision regarding adoption.  In terms 
of the change process, Managers are more likely to take on tasks themselves, and are less 
likely to delegate.   
The third type of change facilitator style, the responder, does just what the name 
implies.  This type of leader is always reacting, and is focused on the ―here and now‖ 
versus having a vision for the future.  In terms of facilitating change, the responder is 
most comfortable when others take the lead.  They are likely to delay decision making 
because they want to give everyone in the system a chance to provide input and to 
express their feelings regarding the decision. 
Hall and Hord (2005) contend that differences in change facilitator styles lead to 
different outcomes in the change process.  The leadership style that leads to the highest 
level of use of an innovation is the initiator.  The leadership style that leads to the lowest 
levels of implementation of an innovation is the responder.  The authors hypothesized 
that it is the initiator’s focus on the future, passion for what they do, and ability to make 
good decisions quickly that lead to their success in facilitating change.  
In summary, leaders who are effective at facilitating change possess certain 
characteristics.  They are authentic, have a vision for what they want to achieve, plan 
accordingly, value their staff, and believe that improved student outcomes is the ultimate 
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goal in school improvement.  However, just possessing these characteristics do not 
necessarily lead to successful change outcomes.  Successful facilitators of change must 
also take certain actions and make certain decisions in order to move the change process 
forward.  These actions and decisions make up the process of change. 
Just as researchers and authors in the field of systems change have been able to 
identify the personal characteristics held by successful change facilitators, they have also 
been able to identify the actions and decisions – also referred to as the change process -- 
that are made by successful change leaders.   
Stollar, Poth, Curtis, & Cohen (2006) recommend the use of a collaborative 
strategic planning (CSP) process when engaging in systems change.  The CSP is a five-
step approach that can be used to address systems-level issues and is intended to build the 
problem solving capacity of the school system.  The five steps to CSP are as follows: (1) 
problem identification, (2) problem analysis, (3) goal setting, (4) plan development and 
implementation, and (5) plan evaluation.  CSP is a cyclical process that recycles until the 
problem originally identified has been remediated.  CSP is also a data-driven process, 
which relies on data to identify problems, analyze why they are occurring, develop goals, 
and monitor progress toward those goals.  The primary purpose of the CSP is to create 
and foster a healthy school system that is in a continuous process of evaluation and 
improvement.   
Hall and Hord (2005) refer to the actions that leaders take to successfully 
facilitate change as ―interventions.‖  These interventions are the behaviors, actions, and 
events that either increase or decrease the potential for the success of change.  Based on a 
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review of the literature and their own personal experience, Hall and Hord (2005) 
identified six functions that are a necessary part of change interventions.   
The first function is ―developing, articulating, and communicating a shared vision 
of the intended change‖ (Hall & Hord, 2005, p. 108).  In other words, the change 
facilitator collaborates with the school staff to create a vision of what the change will 
look like in practice when it is fully implemented, clearly articulates and defines that 
vision, effectively and continuously reminds staff of the desired outcome, and 
communicates progress toward achieving that vision.  The second category of 
interventions is planning and providing resources.  Actions of change facilitators related 
to this function include developing new policies and guidelines, shifting staff 
responsibilities, and securing funds necessary to support the implementation of the 
innovation.  Investing in professional development and learning is the third category of 
interventions.  Change is about new understanding and new ways of doing things; so, 
supporting learning is an essential function of a change facilitator.  
The first three functions of interventions are actions that change facilitators take 
before the implementation of an innovation is initiated or during the early stages of 
implementation. The final three functions all occur during the implementation process 
and reflect sustained support for the intervention.  Among these final three, function four 
is checking on progress toward the attainment of the desired vision.  According to Hall 
and Hord (2005), the change process is not a straight road, but rather a road that is full of 
bumps and detours.  Consequently, progress along the path of change must be carefully 
monitored.  An effective change facilitator also provides continuous assistance to 
instructional staff in order to support implementation, which is the fifth intervention 
 77 
function.  The final function of an effective change facilitator is creating a context 
supportive of change.  The context of change includes both the physical aspects of the 
organization (e.g., facilities, schedules) as well as the people aspects (e.g., norms, beliefs, 
values).   
As noted earlier, Hall and Hord (2005) emphasize that change is a process, not an 
event.  It is a process that takes time and energy and often requires a team effort in order 
to be successful.  ―Leading and facilitating change processes is a big job‖ (Hall & Hord, 
2005, p. 148).  In order to meet the demands of a change initiative, the authors 
recommend that the role of facilitating the change process be shared among two or more 
people, collectively identified as the change facilitator team.  Through their research, Hall 
and Hord (2005) found that, in addition to the principal, who is most often the primary 
change facilitator, there is a second change facilitator in nearly all change efforts in 
schools.  This person works closely with the school administrator and can hold a variety 
of positions (e.g., teacher, department chair, school psychologist), but he/she is always 
someone who has a special interest or skill related to the innovation being implemented.  
In many cases, this person has been given a special role or assignment to formally act as a 
change facilitator by providing individual support to teachers, monitoring the 
implementation process, etc.  Hall and Hord also found that there may be third and fourth 
members of the change facilitator team.  For example, an outside consultant might be 
lending his/her expertise to the change effort, although he/she is not a member of the staff 
at that school.   
As identified above with regard to facilitating change, effective change leaders 
possess certain personal characteristics, engage in a systematic process for facilitating 
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change, and enlist the assistance of others in the change process.  While these leadership 
characteristics and behaviors are essential components of an effective change process, 
other elements are also necessary for success.  The next section will identify the 
importance of staff development in the change process, and will outline the components 
and characteristics of effective professional development activities.  
Staff Development   
Staff development is the cornerstone of change and an essential component in the 
change process (Hall & Hord, 2005).  When schools engage in systems change, teachers 
are asked to think and to act differently.  This requires that school staff understand the 
theories and belief systems behind the innovation and that they acquire the skills 
necessary to implement the innovation.  This new learning requires systematic and 
comprehensive staff development.  The following discussion will describe the prevailing 
current model of staff development (Joyce & Showers, 2002), the research that supports 
the model, and staff development within the larger context of systems change (Little, 
1997). 
While the content of teacher training and staff development varies widely, the 
methods of effective training do not (Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005).  
The Joyce and Showers model of professional development is based on both research and 
the extensive experience of the authors.  The model has been refined over many years, 
with the current model including four components of effective professional development 
(Joyce & Showers, 2002).  The first component is knowledge and understanding.  This 
component typically takes place at the beginning of the process and focuses on the theory 
and rationale behind the new practice.  Information can be communicated in large or 
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small group lecture style format and/or in a discussion format.  The second component is 
the modeling of the new skill(s).  This includes an actual demonstration of the skill(s). 
The demonstration should approximate the classroom or workplace setting where the 
skill is to be used as closely as possible.  The next component, practice of the new skill, is 
an essential piece of effective staff development.  Trainees should get their first chance to 
try out the new skill in a safe environment, with the support of the trainer and their peers.  
Joyce and Showers (2002) recommended that trainees have the opportunity to practice a 
variety of scenarios that may be encountered in actual practice.  This practice component 
should not be limited to the initial training phase; rather, it should take place over a 
significant period of time (8-10 weeks), with many opportunities to practice (25 or more 
trials).  Coaching, the fourth component of the Joyce and Showers model of professional 
development, is defined as the opportunity to collaborate with a peer regarding 
implementation of the innovation.  This may include planning for implementation, 
creating and collaborating on materials, and developing lessons.  Joyce and Showers used 
to advocate for peer coaching to include systematic feedback on performance during 
implementation.  However, they have since concluded that feedback can become too 
evaluative and too supervisory, and that training in effective and supportive feedback 
requires too much time and resources.  
Joyce and Showers (2002) have also identified several other considerations when 
designing effective professional development.  One of these is how the content of the 
training is initially selected.  More specifically, the authors assert that the topics and skills 
being taught must be considered useful by the trainees, who must view the new strategies 
as beneficial to students.  In addition, new practices and programs considered for 
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adoption should be evidence-based and well defined prior to initiating training and 
implementation.  Another consideration is that the training should be differentiated based 
on the intended outcomes and the targeted audience.  For example, an intended outcome 
of simply sharing information might only require the first component of the Joyce and 
Showers model (i.e., knowledge and information) and might be accomplished in a few 
hours.  In contrast, the implementation of a new mathematics curriculum would require 
all four components of the training model and could take a year or more to attain full 
implementation.   
Joyce and Showers (2002) conducted a meta-analysis in the area of staff 
development in order to determine which components of staff development were most 
likely to impact teacher behavior in the classroom.  The authors found that when teachers 
were simply provided with theory and discussion on new practices, very few of them 
(5%) were able to demonstrate the new skill during the training session, and none of them 
(0%) generalized the new skills to the classroom.  When theory and discussion were 
combined with skill modeling only, with no opportunities for practice, the percentage of 
teachers who were able to demonstrate the skill during the training session was more 
substantial (20%), but still did not result in the ability to demonstrate the skill in the 
classroom (0%).  When trainees were given opportunities to actually practice the skill and 
receive feedback during training, their ability to demonstrate the skill in the training 
session increased dramatically (60%), and the percentage who generalized the skill to the 
classroom increased modestly (5%).   When coaching in the classroom (the fourth 
component of the Joyce and Showers training model) was added, the percentage that 
were able to generalize the skill they had learned and to demonstrate that skill in the 
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classroom increased dramatically, to 95%.  It is clear from their research that the 
coaching component of staff development is essential for teachers to change their 
practices in the classroom.  
While the Joyce and Showers model of professional development has been found 
to change teacher behavior in the classroom, Little (1997) postulated that this model is 
not sufficient to bring about the type of change that is required by today’s systems change 
initiatives and contends that if schools are going to achieve true reform, staff 
development needs to be completely re-conceptualized.  Little describes most current 
reform initiatives (e.g., increases in student achievement, changes in the nature and use of 
student assessments, reforms in the social organization of schooling, reductions in 
achievement gaps, etc.) as being large-scale and complex in nature.  She argued that this 
kind of fundamental change cannot take place in isolation and cannot be achieved 
through small, incremental changes in teacher knowledge and skill as produced by most 
professional development efforts. In order to address this mismatch, Little recommended 
that professional development be reformed to (a) create meaningful social and intellectual 
engagement with school problems and solutions, so as to increase the professionalism of 
teaching; (b) take into account the experiences and prior knowledge of teachers so that 
new ideas can be fully integrated into current practice; (c) incorporate opportunities for 
teachers to express dissent and challenge prevailing beliefs and practices; (d) explicitly 
take into account big-picture perspectives on children’s schooling and the purpose of 
education; (e) instruct teachers on how to learn and how to engage in consistent inquiry 
and self-improvement rather than teaching isolated skills that become obsolete; and (f) 
balance resource allocation between the needs of the individual and the needs of the 
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system.  The views of Little (1997) are consistent with ―developing a culture of change,‖ 
the second component of effective change identified above in this literature review.   
Unfortunately, too often even the best efforts at professional development fail to 
make a real impact on practices in the classroom and on student outcomes or, if an impact 
is made, the effects of the professional development efforts are only temporary.  The 
coming and going of innovations in schools has become such a pattern that teachers have 
come to expect that new innovations won’t last and some even delay implementing the 
new innovation with the hopes that it will be gone before they have to make real change.  
The final component of effective systems change is taking action to sustain the change 
and the effort to sustain the change begins even before the innovation is implemented.     
Sustaining Change   
Efforts to implement new innovations in schools often fail once the project’s 
temporary funding has ended and staff hired or assigned for the specific purpose of 
supporting the innovation are finished. This is due to projects and innovations being 
viewed as temporary efforts to bring about change, as well as a failure to create an overall 
climate and infrastructure to support the change long-term (Adelman & Taylor, 2003). 
Adelman and Taylor (2003) describe sustainability as the institutionalization of the 
innovation, or the innovation becoming an ongoing and smooth component of school 
functioning. In other words, instead of being a ―new innovation,‖ the practice simply 
becomes the way the school does business and the practice is no longer identified as an 
innovation.    
Based on their experience with attempts to sustain demonstration projects, 
Adelman and Taylor (2003) suggested that sustainability must be explicitly planned for 
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and the actions needed to sustain the change identified.  They suggested that those 
facilitating change should take strides to increase sustainability even before the project 
begins, and described a four-phase framework for sustainability that includes: (a) creating 
readiness for change, (b) initial implementation, (c) institutionalization, and (d) ongoing 
evolution and renewal.    
Prior to implementation of an innovation, Adelman and Taylor suggested that 
several actions be taken that would increase the likelihood of the practice being sustained 
long-term.  First, when planning for change, only those innovations that have true value 
(i.e., focus on improving student performance, have highly valued outcomes, and/or 
address a problem or area of need) should be considered for implementation.  Innovations 
with little value are not likely to be sustained over time.  Second, innovations being 
considered for implementation should be connected to the overall vision and mission of 
the school and a component of the school improvement plan.  If the innovation is not 
connected to the larger school vision and is an island unto itself, it is less likely to have 
support for sustainability.  Similarly, considerations should be made as to how the 
innovation can be supported within existing school structures.  Temporary staff and 
funding structures should be used sparingly.    
Creating a climate and culture for change will increase the likelihood of an 
innovation being sustained (Adelman & Taylor, 2003).  Change is a difficult process 
because people are asked to think and do things differently.  Creating a climate and 
culture of change increases the buy-in and motivation of staff to invest the hard work that 
is necessary for change to occur.  For more information on creating a climate and culture 
of change, see the previous section in this literature review titled ―developing a culture of 
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change.‖  In addition to carefully considering which innovations to select for 
implementation, and to creating a climate and culture of change, Adelman and Taylor 
(2003) suggested that leaders of change identify a long-term plan for implementation 
which includes how progress will be determined and formulates structures for continuous 
improvement.  This plan should be reviewed throughout implementation.   
Once stakeholders are judged to be ready for change, the infrastructure for 
supporting the innovation has been put in place, and a plan has been made for 
implementation and sustainability, the initial implementation phase can begin.  Several 
actions can be taken during this phase to increase the likelihood of the innovation being 
sustained (Adelman & Taylor, 2003).  First, it is important to systematically phase in 
changes and to provide sufficient support to staff during this initial phase of the project.  
Projects often fail when the system becomes overwhelmed by the change.  Second, 
leaders of change and school staff should enter into the implementation phase with the 
knowledge and understanding that the change process is going to be complex and that 
barriers to implementation will arise.  These barriers can be successfully overcome by 
proactively identifying processes and procedures for systematically addressing problems 
and barriers as they arise. Finally, it is important to carefully monitor progress during the 
implementation phase and to celebrate early successes.   
Adelman and Taylor (2003) identified four temporary infrastructure mechanisms 
that can be used to support the change process during the planning and initial 
implementation phases of change.  
These are: (a) a site-based steering mechanism to guide and support the pursuit of 
the vision; (b) a site-based change team that has responsibility for coalition 
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building, implementing the strategic plan, and maintaining daily oversight, 
problem solving, conflict resolution, and so forth; (c) a change agent (e.g., 
organization facilitator) who works with the change team and has full-time 
responsibility for the daily tasks involved in creating readiness and the initial 
implementation of desired changes; and (d) mentors and coaches who model and 
teach specific elements of new approaches. (p. 13) 
It is important to note that these temporary structures are meant to be just that, temporary.  
The innovation is more likely to be sustained if these separate mechanisms for support 
are faded out and the innovation is sustained within the pre-existing fabric of the system.  
 Institutionalization of the innovation occurs once the temporary funding and 
support structures have been removed and the innovation becomes a natural and 
integrated part of the school system (Adelman & Taylor, 2003).  It is important to 
consider the school’s formal policies and practices and to ensure that these structures are 
in support of sustaining the innovation.  If the innovation continues to require additional 
funding for support and sustainability, that funding should be internal to the organization 
and not dependent on outside monetary sources to sustain the practice.  Finally, any 
structures or mechanisms that were created to support initial implementation of the 
innovation, such as a steering committee or change team, should be faded out and the 
responsibility for sustaining the innovation given to a pre-existing support structure, such 
as the school improvement team.   
 It is important to explicitly address and plan for the ongoing evolution and 
renewal of the innovation or practice.  Schools are dynamic systems and, therefore, 
efforts to sustain a practice or innovation need to be continuously adapted and renewed so 
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that it continues to meet the needs of the system and be maintained within that system.  
This can be accomplished by creating a learning community (Adelman & Taylor, 2003) 
and becoming a learning organization (Senge, 1990).  Furthermore, the ongoing evolution 
of an innovation is dependent upon an effective system for monitoring the progress of the 
innovation.  The careful monitoring of progress will allow system leaders to identify 
when the innovation is in trouble and needs to be reviewed and renewed.  
 The structure for promoting the sustainability of an innovation suggested by 
Adelman & Taylor (2003) is not a simple process and the actions taken to promote 
sustainability clearly parallel the other components of effective systems change as 
identified in this literature review (e.g., planning for change, developing a culture of 
change, facilitating change, etc.).  While structure of this literature review dictates that 
the components of effective systems change be presented separately from one another, 
systems change is not a simple process that can be accomplished formulaically.  Systems 
change is a complex process and successful systems change efforts address these 
components in an integrated and seamless fashion that is tailored to the needs of each 
specific system.  
Conclusions 
This review of the literature has served to identify what research suggests are best 
practices in reading instruction as well as to  identify barriers and catalysts to systems 
change as suggested by the literature in the area.  The proposed evaluation study is of a 
literacy initiative which has strived to implement the identified best practices in reading 
in the context of a program for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  The literacy 
initiative has required teachers to reconceptualize their literacy instruction and change 
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their instructional practices.  Therefore, it is important to consider how the literature on 
systems change relates to the current literacy initiative so that any potential barriers to 
implementation can be identified and that those leading the initiative can promote factors 
that support and facilitate implementation.   
 The following chapter, Method, will review the evaluation plan that has been 
proposed to support the three identified goals of the evaluation study: 
1. To examine how the ELS Literacy Initiative currently is being implemented. 
2. To determine to what extent the anticipated short-term and intermediate outcomes 
of the initiative are being realized. 
3. To determine next steps in implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.   
These goals will form the direction and foundation of the evaluation study.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHOD 
The purpose of this program evaluation study was to examine the implementation 
of  a specific literacy initiative (the Educational and Life Skills [ELS] Literacy Initiative) 
within the context of an educational program that serves students with moderate to severe 
disabilities, and to use that information to assist the program administrator in future 
decision making.  The goal of the initiative is to apply best practices in literacy 
instruction to a unique population that has been largely ignored in the literature of the 
field.  Considerable material, personnel, and financial resources, as well as professional 
development efforts, have been dedicated to supporting the initiative.   
There were three broad goals for this study: (1) to examine how the ELS Literacy 
Initiative was being implemented, (2) to determine to what extent the anticipated short-
term and intermediate outcomes of the initiative were being realized, and (3) to determine 
the next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  This chapter 
describes the design and procedures that were used to achieve the identified goals of this 
study. 
Evaluation Design 
 Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997) defined evaluation as the 
―identification, clarification, and application of defensible criteria to determine an 
evaluation object’s value [worth or merit], quality, utility, effectiveness, or significance 
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in relation to those criteria‖ (p. 5).  They further delineated evaluation into the categories 
of formative evaluation and summative evaluation.  The current study may be considered 
a formative evaluation because the information gathered will be used to improve a 
program initiative and to determine the next steps in its implementation.  While some 
initial outcomes of the initiative have been examined, the goal of the evaluation was not 
to determine the overall worth of the program based on these outcomes; therefore, this 
study did not fall into the category of summative evaluation. 
According to Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997), program evaluation as a 
study design has been applied broadly, and many diverse uses of evaluation studies can 
be found in the field of education (e.g., to judge the quality of a curriculum, to determine 
the value of a specific program, or to provide evidence of initiative outcomes for outside 
funding agencies).  Program evaluation was selected as the study design over other 
methods of inquiry for several reasons.  Purely quantitative research designs (e.g., 
correlational designs or experimental designs) were not deemed appropriate because the 
purpose of the evaluation was not to validate or confirm relationships between variables 
and then to generalize that information to the larger population.  Rather, this evaluation 
sought to identify the variables impacting the implementation and outcomes of the 
literacy initiative, discover the relationships and themes among those variables, and then 
use that information to make decisions about and improve upon the program.  Other 
approaches to qualitative research (e.g., case study research and historical research) were 
also not deemed appropriate because the study was not conducted simply for the purpose 
of description or to develop theories that explain educational phenomena.  Rather, the 
researcher and the client were interested in identifying what was working and should be 
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maintained in the initiative and, conversely, what was not working and should be 
changed, as well as to evaluate initial outcomes of the program.  Therefore, program 
evaluation as a study design was identified as most appropriate for the current study 
because the purpose of the study was to collect data that would facilitate decision making 
(e.g., determine the next steps in implementation) as well as to aid in making initial 
determinations regarding the worth of the program (e.g., its effects on students and 
teachers).   
There are a number of different approaches to program evaluation, such as 
objectives-oriented evaluation, participant-oriented evaluation, expertise-oriented 
evaluation, and consumer-oriented evaluation (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).   
For the current study, the management-oriented approach was identified as being most 
appropriate for meeting the goals of this evaluation study.  The management-oriented 
approach to evaluation had been developed to meet the needs of program decision makers 
(such as program administrators) who use the information collected to inform specific 
decisions that must be made. 
One of the benefits of the management-oriented approach is that it can be used at 
any time during program implementation—before, during, or after—to support decision-
making.  Stuffelbeam (1971) developed the CIPP evaluation model, which contributes to 
the decision-making process in program management, to meet the needs of program 
administrators who were faced with decisions at different points during implementation.  
The ―C‖ in the CIPP model stands for context evaluation, in which information is 
gathered prior to program selection in order to identify the needs to be addressed by a 
program or innovation.  The ―I‖ represents input evaluation, in which information is 
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gathered to aid decisions regarding which resources are available and what the specific 
plan for implementation should be.  The next step that the CIPP model outlines is the 
implementation stage (―P‖ = process evaluation).  Examples of decisions to be made at 
this stage include whether or not the plan is being implemented as intended, what barriers 
to implementation have arisen, and what changes might be needed to improve 
implementation.  The second ―P‖ in CIPP stands for product evaluation, the final stage of 
implementation.  At this point in the process, questions regarding the outcomes of the 
evaluation are addressed and decisions are made regarding whether or not to continue the 
program and what, if any, changes need to be made in order to improve program 
outcomes.  
The management-oriented approach offers several advantages over other 
evaluation approaches (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  The management-
oriented approach is more rational and orderly than other approaches, moving the 
evaluation forward with the purpose identified by program management.  Additionally, 
because the purpose of the evaluation is to aid in decision making, the management-
oriented approach is much more focused in its scope than are other approaches.  One of 
the biggest criticisms of past program evaluation efforts has been that the studies did not 
produce useful information.  One of the greatest strengths, then, of the management-
oriented approach is that it directly addresses the question of information utility by 
identifying the outcome-based decisions to be made prior to the beginning of the 
evaluation process.  
The management-oriented approach does have its limitations, however (Worthen, 
Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  One identified limitation is that the evaluation is 
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management-directed, so the evaluator responds and acts according to management’s 
requests and recommendations.  In this sense, the evaluator risks becoming too limited by 
the evaluation desires of the manager, and thus the evaluator may miss other important 
evaluation questions and perspectives.  This also creates a situation in which the 
evaluator may be viewed as acting in the best interests of the manager, and not 
necessarily in the best interests of other stakeholders associated with the program.  
Another limitation is that, if followed precisely, the evaluation can quickly become costly 
and overly complex, especially when several decisions must be made.  Finally, the 
management-oriented approach assumes that important questions and decisions to be 
made can be identified in advance.  Because this is not always possible, frequent changes 
to the original evaluation plan may be necessary for this approach to be successful. 
Components of other approaches to educational evaluation were also included in 
this study.  For example, because the current evaluator is also directly involved in the 
implementation of the program being evaluated, the study made use of some ideas that 
are central to the participant-oriented approach to evaluation: namely, the belief that a 
program evaluation is enhanced by personalizing the evaluation process through 
involving someone who is directly associated with the implementation of the program.  
Procedure 
Preparation 
Several actions had to be completed before beginning the program evaluation 
study.  First, the reasons for initiating the evaluation had to be clarified to ensure that it 
was being done for appropriate reasons.  Next, the stakeholders of the program and of the 
evaluation had to be identified.  Third, the person responsible for conducting the program 
 93 
evaluation (e.g., either an internal or external evaluator) had to be identified.  Finally, a 
complete definition of the program to be evaluated (e.g., what it does and does not 
include) was an essential step that had to be taken prior to initiating the evaluation.   
Reasons for the Evaluation   
It was important to clarify the reasons for initiating the evaluation to ensure that it 
was being requested for appropriate reasons (e.g., to determine the merit of a program 
instead of gathering evidence to support a decision that had already been made).  The 
administrator responsible for the literacy initiative was interested in gathering 
information regarding the implementation of the initiative, as well as in gaining a greater 
understanding of the strengths, weaknesses, and initial outcomes of the program in order 
to facilitate future decision making.  Additionally, the evaluator was also interested in 
evaluating the literacy initiative because of personal investment and involvement with the 
initiative, as well as a genuine desire to identify the next steps in its implementation.  The 
evaluator also initiated the evaluation for the purpose of meeting the requirements for 
dissertation research.  Clarifying the reasons for initiating the evaluation also aided in 
selecting the most appropriate evaluation approach.  Reasons for the selection of the 
management-oriented approach to program evaluation were discussed above in the 
section titled ―Evaluation Design.‖  Based on the evidence provided, it can be concluded 
that the reasons for initiating the evaluation were reasonable and ethical.   
Stakeholder Identification 
Gall, Gall, and Borg (2006) define a stakeholder as ―anyone who is involved in 
the program being evaluated or who might be affected by or interested in the findings of 
the evaluation‖ (p. 684).  It was important to identify the stakeholders of the program 
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being evaluated from the outset so they could participate in identifying the reasons for the 
evaluation, defining the program being evaluated, and assisting in the identification of 
evaluation questions.  Stakeholders could also assist in the interpretation of results, and 
they should be included when the results of the evaluation are shared.  
A primary stakeholder in this evaluation (also referred to as ―the client‖) was the 
program administrator responsible for the literacy initiative.  Because the evaluation was 
being conducted primarily to aid in the program administrator’s decision making, she had 
the greatest influence on how the evaluation proceeded.  The evaluator identified 
additional stakeholders of the literacy initiative with the assistance of the program 
administrator during initial client interviews.  Several of the stakeholders (i.e., the 
program administrator, the literacy coach to the program, two teachers, and an 
intervention specialist in the program) were interviewed in preparation for the evaluation 
study to assist in defining the initiative and in identifying evaluation questions.  
Additional stakeholders (e.g., other teachers, parents, etc.) became involved during the 
data collection and data reporting phases of this study. 
Evaluator Selection 
 The current program evaluation was conducted by an internal evaluator.  More 
specifically, the evaluator is currently an employee of the educational program in which 
the literacy initiative has been implemented and has provided leadership to the literacy 
initiative.  Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997) identified several benefits to the 
evaluator being a part of the system (as opposed to an external evaluator), including the 
fact that an internal evaluator would be more knowledgeable about the program and its 
history, have more familiarity with the stakeholders and their interests and concerns, and 
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have a greater understanding of the organization and its dynamics.  An internal evaluator 
can often begin the evaluation more quickly and has the benefit of being in a position to 
advocate for the use of the evaluation findings.   
However, there also could have been benefits to having an external evaluator 
conduct the study (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  For example, external 
evaluators are more likely to be impartial and not have a personal bias or agenda, and 
therefore they may be more credible to outside audiences.  They also have an outside 
perspective, and they may be more honest—or even blunt—when necessary.  Because the 
primary purpose of the current program evaluation was to aid in decision making and to 
identify the next steps of implementation (not to evaluate the outcomes of the program), 
an internal evaluator was not considered a significant limitation.  
Definition of the Program to be Evaluated    
Defining and describing the program to be evaluated is a fundamental step in the 
preparation of an evaluation study (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  The 
description sets the boundaries of the evaluation (i.e., what it does and does not include) 
and supports a common understanding among evaluator, client, and stakeholders.  
Several sources of information were used to develop the current program description.  
First, information was compiled, based on initial stakeholder interviews, and during this 
process specific questions were asked with regard to the program description.  Next, 
historical and current digital and paper documents pertaining to the literacy initiative 
were reviewed.  Finally, the program evaluator drew upon her personal knowledge of the 
program.  In order to prevent personal bias from affecting the program description, the 
program administrator reviewed the program description for accuracy.  The next section 
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provides a comprehensive description of the literacy initiative and includes information 
related to the background and history of the initiative, the scope of the evaluation, the 
problems that the initiative was designed to address, and the components that define the 
literacy initiative. 
Program Description 
First, background information for the Educational and Life Skills (ELS) Literacy 
Initiative is provided, establishing a context for the initiative as well as a historical 
overview of initiative activities.  Next, the scope of the evaluation is defined with regard 
to which school years and grade levels were included in the evaluation.  After the scope 
of the evaluation is identified, the programmatic issues or concerns that the initiative was 
designed to address (i.e., problem statements) are identified.   
The next three sections address the inputs, activities, and outcomes of the 
initiative.  These sections mirror the primary components of a logic model.  A logic 
model is a visual representation of how a program or intervention strategy is designed to 
address a specific problem, or set of problems, and how the activities of the program link 
to desired outcomes (Coffman, 1999).  The ―inputs‖ of a logic model include the plans or 
resources that make implementation of the program possible.  The ―activities‖ include the 
training and other components of the program that take place during implementation.  
Finally, the ―outcomes‖ are the direct (short-term) and indirect (long-term) changes in 
behavior and/or conditions as a result of the program strategy.  The format of the logic 
model is similar to the CIPP framework of evaluation as defined by Stufflebeam. (1971): 
Context Evaluation, Input Evaluation, Process Evaluation, and Product Evaluation.    
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Other components of a logic model may include the underlying ―assumptions‖ 
that serve as the foundation for a program or service and other ―contextual factors‖ that 
may impact the program and the ability to achieve the identified outcomes.  Assumptions 
and contextual factors are the two final components of the program description.   
Background Information 
The district in which the current evaluation study took place is a special education 
cooperative located in the north shore suburbs of Chicago.  The cooperative serves 19 
member districts and supports a total population of approximately 40,000 students.  The 
cooperative hosts several instructional programs and provides a variety of services to its 
member districts.   
Three main programs are operated by the cooperative district.  The Early 
Childhood Program (ECP) is an early intervention program that serves children from 
birth through age 5.  The Educational and Life Skills (ELS) program serves students age 
6 through 21 who have moderate to severe cognitive impairments, multiple disabilities, 
and autism.  Finally, North Shore Academy (NSA) serves students aged 6 through 21 
who have moderate to severe emotional and behavioral disabilities.  The services that the 
cooperative district provides to its member districts include, among other things, 
professional development relating to educational best practices, direct coaching and 
consultation relating to academic and behavioral prevention and intervention, 
occupational and physical therapy, and transition services.    
The ELS program provides instruction in academic and life skills within 
integrated school settings to students who have moderate to severe/profound cognitive 
disabilities, multiple disabilities, developmental disabilities, and autism.  The program is 
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grounded within a trans-disciplinary model, which means that professionals from 
different disciplines work closely together to provide instructional programming for 
students.  Each classroom is typically staffed with a full-time teacher, two or more full-
time teaching assistants, a speech and language pathologist who is in the classroom one 
and a half days per week, and an intervention specialist who is in the classroom one day 
per week.  Other support staff members who might be present in the classroom include an 
occupational therapist, a physical therapist, and a nurse.   
Research has found that programs serving a population of students similar to 
those in the ELS program historically have placed a strong emphasis on, and have 
devoted most of their instructional time to, the teaching of functional and daily living 
skills.  In contrast, much less emphasis has been placed on academic skills, such as 
reading (Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006).  
Furthermore, when teachers have included literacy in their instruction to this population, 
the focus of that instruction most often involves teaching students functional sight words 
used for daily living skills (Houston & Torgesen, 2004). 
A review of historical data and information collected during initial stakeholder 
interviews suggests that prior to the development of a literacy committee during the 
2000–2001 school year, literacy instruction in the ELS program mirrored programmatic 
practices described in the research literature.  Most reading instruction and literacy 
experiences provided by the program were embedded within the context of teaching 
functional life skills or social skills.  When reading was taught directly, the content of 
that instruction typically consisted of sight words.  Some teachers used published 
curricula as a basis for student sight word instruction (e.g., the Edmark Program).  In 
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addition to published curricula, sight word instruction was also taught through other 
instructional formats such as Discrete Trial.  (Discrete Trial is a behaviorally-based 
instructional strategy in which students are drilled in specific skills until they master 
those skills.)  Other reading skills that were sometimes taught through the Discrete Trial 
method included letter names and, less frequently, letter sounds.   
The research and literature base in the area of reading has grown tremendously in 
the past five to ten years.  Several nationally commissioned committees, including the 
National Reading Panel (NRP), have conducted meta-analyses in order to identify 
scientifically based instructional practices in the area of reading.  In its report, the NRP 
concluded that (a) comprehensive reading instruction should address phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension; (b) reading instruction 
should begin early (preschool, kindergarten) and, at that level, it should include explicit 
instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics; and (c) pre- and post-service teacher 
training should better prepare teachers to instruct students in the area of reading at all 
grade levels (NICHHD, 2000).  Federal legislation guiding education, particularly the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (NCLB 2001, PL 107–110) and the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA of 2004, PL 108–446), has placed 
specific emphasis on the importance of reading instruction being ―scientifically-based,‖ 
and it has recognized the importance of instruction reflecting scientifically-based 
practices and early intervention.  However, there continues to be a dearth of research 
regarding best practices in literacy instruction for students with moderate to severe 
cognitive disabilities as well as students with autism.   
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History of the Initiative   
Information about the history of the literacy initiative in the ELS program was 
gathered from several sources, including information shared by stakeholders during 
initial interviews, personal written notes provided by stakeholders, and other permanent 
products and documents generated by the work of the ELS literacy committee over 
several years.  The following is a brief review of the history of the ELS Literacy Initiative 
based on this information.   
Systematic efforts to improve literacy instruction in the ELS program began 
during the 2000–2001 school year, when the program administrator created a literacy 
committee.  The committee chair was an intervention specialist, a school psychologist in 
the ELS program who had an interest and an educational background in literacy.  Under 
the leadership of the chair, this group began its work by surveying ELS teachers on their 
current practices and professional development needs.  Simultaneously, this group began 
to review research in order to identify best practices in literacy instruction for students 
with disabilities.  The committee continued its work during the summer and into the next 
academic year. By the end of the 2001–2002 school year, the group had achieved two 
major outcomes.  The first was the completion of a literacy pilot study in the ELS 
program that compared the effectiveness of three reading programs (Wilson Reading, 
Reading Mastery, and Reading Milestones).  The second outcome was the creation of a 
teacher instructional resource that identified the skills taught in reading and provided 
teachers with resources and ideas on how to teach those skills.  
Efforts to identify a system for tracking student progress in the area of literacy 
also began during the 2000–2001 school year.  The literacy committee began its work in 
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this area by reviewing several available assessment tools in order to evaluate their 
usefulness for effectively monitoring the literacy skill progress of this population of 
students.  Its work on identifying effective progress monitoring tools continued into the 
2001–2002 school year, when it identified assessment tools that would be used to 
measure the outcomes of the literacy pilot study.  The literacy committee selected several 
tools for this purpose, including an assessment of concepts of print, Curriculum-Based 
Measurement Oral Reading Fluency (CBM-ORF), the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS), an adapted version of the DIBELS for nonverbal students, and 
a sight word list.  The progress of students participating in the pilot study was assessed 
three times during the 2001–2002 school year (fall, winter, spring) using one or more of 
the identified tools.  During the 2002–2003 school year, the literacy progress of all ELS 
students was assessed in the winter and again in the spring using one or more of the tools 
used during the pilot study.   
 The work of the ELS Literacy Committee continued its work during the 2002–
2003 school year.  The goals of the group included increasing the coordination of literacy 
instruction across levels, documenting student skill development in literacy, identifying 
quality literacy materials and programs at the high school level, beginning a literacy 
mentoring program for new teachers, and expanding and improving representation on the 
literacy committee itself.  Other achievements during the 2002–2003 school year 
included the sharing of literacy instruction ―tips‖ at monthly staff meetings, and the 
identification and acquisition of many new literacy instructional materials for all grade 
levels.   
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In order to improve instructional planning and increase communication across 
school years, the committee developed a literacy development tracking form during the 
2002–2003 school year.  Teachers were asked to indicate whether a student had mastered 
any of the 41 different literacy skills on the list.  Data from the 2002–2003 literacy 
benchmark assessments and from the new literacy tracking forms were compiled in a 
report titled Educational and Life Skills Program Report of Progress in Literacy: 2002–
2003.   
At the end of the 2002–2003 school year, the chair of the literacy committee left 
the district and did not return for the following school year.  When she left, a new literacy 
committee chair was not named to succeed her, mainly because a person with the 
necessary qualifications had not been identified.  However, the committee introduced a 
new literacy support position, a ―literacy coach,‖ for the 2003–2004 school year.  The 
primary purpose of this new position was to provide direct support to teachers in the area 
of literacy instruction.  The program administrator hired a former teacher to fill this new 
role.   
 The 2003–2004 and 2004–2005 school years were not as productive as the 
previous three school years had been with regard to making improvements in literacy 
assessment and instruction in the ELS program.  One hypothesized reason for this lack of 
progress involved the significant changes in leadership that took place within the ELS 
program.  As mentioned, the literacy committee chair was no longer with the district and 
there was no one with as much knowledge and interest in literacy available to take her 
place.  For 2003–2004, a new literacy coach was hired to provide direct support to 
teachers, but the literacy committee as a group did not continue.  Additionally, the 
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program administrator who had initiated the literacy committee retired at the end of the 
2003–2004 school year.   
During the following year (2004–2005), a new program administrator was 
appointed and immediately expressed interest in continuing efforts to improve curriculum 
and instruction.  However, she needed time to acclimate herself to the new position 
before providing significant leadership in this area.  The new ELS literacy coach 
continued during the 2004–2005 school year, but she left midway through the year on a 
maternity leave and was not as available for the remainder of the year.  There was an 
effort to reinitiate the literacy committee during the 2004–2005 school year, with the ELS 
literacy coach and the current evaluator being named co-chairs.  However, the current 
evaluator was not given time in her schedule to provide this leadership, and the literacy 
coach was on maternity leave.  Efforts to reinitiate the ELS literacy benchmark 
assessment system did come to fruition during the 2004–2005 school year under the 
leadership of the current evaluator.  Some changes were made to this system during that 
school year for the purpose of yielding more useful and accurate information.   
In March of 2005, the current evaluator and another intervention specialist in the 
ELS program who had an interest in literacy attended a training session titled ―Emergent 
Literacy Assessment: Literacy Assessment, Interpretation and Curriculum for Students 
with Cognitive Disabilities.‖  The information shared at this training session inspired 
these two staff members to create a more comprehensive and useful resource on literacy 
instruction and assessment for ELS teachers than had been available previously.  During 
the following school year (2005–2006), the current evaluator and the intervention 
specialist, with input from the literacy coach and the program administrator, created a 
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comprehensive literacy skill scope and sequence that began at the emergent literacy level 
and was tied to assessment strategies.  This important development in the efforts to 
improve literacy instruction in the ELS program, along with other related activities, may 
be considered the beginning of the current ELS Literacy Initiative.  The activities that 
were part of the literacy initiative from the 2005–2006 school year and beyond are 
described in the remainder of this section. 
Scope of the Evaluation   
Historically, efforts to improve ELS literacy instruction can be traced back to the 
2000–2001 school year, when the ELS literacy committee was created.  However, for the 
purposes of the current evaluation, the ELS Literacy Initiative is defined as beginning 
during the 2005–2006 school year.  This starting point was identified for several reasons.  
First, 2005–2006 was the year when the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence was being 
developed for adoption by the ELS program.  This resource identified the developmental 
steps of learning to read, beginning with pre-kindergarten level skills, and targeted seven 
areas of instruction (concepts of print, phonological awareness, etc.).  Additionally, the 
Scope and Sequence was tied to assessment materials and to instructional strategies 
contained within a four-volume binder set.  It served as a significant development in the 
literacy initiative because this was the first time that teachers were given such a 
comprehensive set of materials to guide their instruction in the area of reading.  The 
Scope and Sequence and related materials were not ready for adoption until the 2006–
2007 school year. 
The second reason the 2005–2006 school year was selected relates to the 
identification of a core curriculum.  Several teachers were asked to implement two Direct 
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Instruction programs (Language for Learning and Reading Mastery) and provide 
feedback on their experiences in considering adoption of the programs as a program-wide 
core reading curriculum during the 2005–2006 school year.  These programs were 
selected because of the research base that supported them and because of the prescriptive 
and systematic nature of the instruction.  While many ELS students were not able to 
participate in this program (e.g., nonverbal and severely impaired students), the program 
did show promise for addressing the instructional needs of many students in the program.  
Consequently, during the following school year, these programs were purchased for all 
primary and secondary classrooms, and they were adopted as the ELS program’s core 
literacy curriculum.   
Finally, 2005–2006 was the second year that the new program administrator for 
the ELS program was serving in her position.  During her first year as program 
administrator, she devoted most of her time to becoming acclimated to the program.  
During her second year in the position, she was able to provide significant leadership in 
the area of curriculum and instruction.  She made it clear during her second year as 
administrator that she prioritized and valued reading instruction.  She actively took 
strides to ensure that the program was engaging in best practices in this area.   
While the ELS Literacy Initiative is intended to improve student outcomes in the 
area of literacy at all grade levels, the scope of the current evaluation has been limited to 
grades K–5 (primary and intermediate levels) because resources related to the literacy 
initiative (especially curricular materials) have been prioritized at this level.  More 
specifically, during the 2006–2007 school year, the ―core‖ curriculum was purchased for 
all primary and intermediate classrooms; moreover, it was expected that the teachers in 
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these classrooms would begin to use the curriculum with those students who had the 
prerequisite skills for participation in the program (e.g., students who were verbal and 
were able to follow directions without support, etc.).  While material and human 
resources also have been allocated to the older grade levels, a core curriculum has not 
been identified for these grade levels and similar implementation expectations have not 
been established.  Limiting the evaluation to grades K–5 also increased the feasibility of 
the evaluation.   
Problem Statements   
During the initial stakeholder interviews, when asked the question, ―What was the 
problem that the literacy initiative was intended to correct?‖ all stakeholders identified 
the lack of teacher training and knowledge in best practice beginning reading instruction 
as a problem, including the teachers themselves.  The consensus was that teachers 
typically graduated from college unprepared to teach beginning reading, let alone to teach 
reading to students with significant learning differences and challenges.  Their 
undergraduate training was either deficient in training in this area, or it was not aligned 
with current best practices (e.g., it was not focused on sight word instruction or literacy 
imbedded in life skill instruction).   
The other most commonly cited problems that the literacy initiative was designed 
to correct included a lack of research based practices, a lack of curricular resources to 
instruct with in the area of reading, inconsistencies in instruction between classrooms, 
failure to use data when making instructional decisions, and disjointed instruction for 
students from one year to the next.  All of these problems, in addition to the primary 
identified problem of a lack of teacher knowledge and skill in the area of reading 
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instruction, have been included in a visual representation of the literacy initiative as 
―Problem Statements‖ (see Appendix A).   
Inputs   
The resources that have been allocated to the literacy initiative (the inputs) can be 
placed into three categories: material, people, and financial (see Appendix A).  Most of 
the material resources have been curricular resources, including the ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence, the identification and purchase of a core language/reading curriculum, and 
the dissemination of supplemental curricular materials.  The ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence is a document that was created to guide teacher instruction in the area of 
reading.  The document identifies the stages of literacy development (novice, beginner, 
early to upper emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven different areas of literacy 
(concepts of print, letter identification, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary and comprehension, and writing).  The Scope and Sequence is tied to 
assessment strategies and instructional recommendations, and it serves as a resource for 
instruction for all students. The ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence is different from an 
early literacy scope and sequence designed for elementary-age general education students 
because it begins with an emergent literacy level of skills, or those skills that are typically 
acquired prior to entering kindergarten.  Another way in which this resource is unique is 
that many of the assessment strategies and instructional recommendations are adapted to 
meet the needs of students who are nonverbal and/or physically impaired.  In addition, 
this resource’s comprehensiveness and ease of use offer significant improvement over 
other instructional resources that had been provided to teachers in the past.   
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Prior to the ELS Literacy Initiative, the program lacked a core curriculum in the 
area of reading.  Each student’s literacy programming was individualized, and the content 
of that programming varied widely within the program.  One major change with the ELS 
Literacy Initiative involved the identification and purchase of a core language and 
reading program.  The selected curriculum was the combination of Language for 
Learning and Reading Mastery (two Direct Instruction programs), the first targeting 
language development and vocabulary, and the second targeting phonemic awareness, 
phonics, and fluency.  These Direct Instruction programs were selected because of (a) the 
research support for the programs, (b) the structured and predictable nature of the 
instruction, and (c) the positive results realized from piloting the programs.  These 
programs do require a student to be able to verbally respond on cue; as a result, the 
percentage of students per classroom who are able to participate in the program varies 
widely.  Regardless, the expectation from the program administration is that these 
programs will be used with as many students as possible in grades K–5.  To achieve this 
goal, a set of curriculum materials has been purchased for every primary and intermediate 
classroom.  
Other material curricular resources that have been allocated to the literacy 
initiative include supplemental materials (either as part of the Scope and Sequence, 
ordered through publishers, or created by teachers), instructional planning tools (e.g., the 
instructional planning form and the 4-Block planning worksheet), and technology 
resources (e.g., computer programs targeting literacy skills, technology that allows 
students to access instructional materials, and website subscriptions for instructional 
materials).   
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In addition to curricular resources, material resources allocated to the literacy 
initiative also include assessment resources.  The intervention specialists in the 
classrooms have all been trained in the use of literacy benchmarking tools as well as 
curriculum-based assessment tools for instructional planning.  Most of these tools have 
also been made available in an adapted version so the tasks can be administered 
receptively or made more accessible for students with physical disabilities.  Additionally, 
the program has acquired a subscription to AIMSweb, which includes a graphing tool for 
those students whose progress is being monitored with standard (non-adapted) 
Curriculum-Based Measurement probes.  Finally, a form was created to allow teachers to 
track student literacy development and instruction across grade levels.   
The ELS Literacy Initiative is a program that is rich in human resources.  Several 
people in the program have devoted all or part of their time to supporting teacher 
instruction and furthering the literacy initiative.  For instance, the literacy coach has 
worked part-time in the program two days a week to support teachers in the ELS 
program.  She has a master’s degree in reading, and she has worked in the program for 
ten years, first as a teacher and then as a consultant.  Some of her responsibilities have 
included supporting the implementation of the core curriculum, providing ideas and 
support for the use of supplemental curricular materials, supporting teachers in the use of 
the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence, and developing literacy plans for students.  During 
the 2005–2006 and 2006–2007 school years, another consultant also provided 
instructional support to ELS teachers.  While the literacy coach has consulted with 
teachers specifically in the area of literacy instruction, the other consultant supported 
teachers in a wide range of instructional strategies with only a portion of her time being 
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devoted to literacy instruction.  The latter consultant is a former classroom teacher, and 
she worked as a teacher consultant two days a week.  
The ELS Technology Consultant served as another support person in the 
classroom.  Since the 2003–2004 school year, she has worked in ELS two and a half days 
a week.  Some of her responsibilities include helping teachers to identify appropriate 
instructional technologies for their students and then training them in the implementation 
of those technologies.  She has also worked closely with teachers and other staff in the 
program regarding the acquisition of new technology resources to further support the 
ELS Literacy Initiative.   
During the 2006–2007 school year, the current program evaluator served as the 
ELS curriculum and instruction consultant one day a week.  Due to budget constraints, 
this time was reduced to approximately one half day per week for the 2007–2008 school 
year.  Some of the responsibilities associated with this role have included leading the 
curriculum committee, supporting the implementation of the literacy initiative, 
coordinating program-wide benchmarking efforts, and continuing to identify best 
practices in the area of curriculum and instruction for the program.  While the evaluator 
took on this role during the 2006–2007 school year, she had served the program 
unofficially in this capacity for several years.  The evaluator has a background in school 
psychology, and she has been with the ELS program for seven years.     
In addition to the people mentioned above who have time built into their 
schedules to devote to the support of the ELS Literacy Initiative, the implementation and 
support of the initiative is also part of the roles and responsibilities of all ELS staff, 
particularly the classroom teachers and intervention specialists.  Other human resources 
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that support the initiative include professional development trainers who are not part of 
the ELS program; one of these people provided a day-long training to ELS certified staff 
in the area of literacy during the winter of the 2006–2007 school year.  
The financial resources involved in the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative are closely tied to the above-mentioned material and human resources.  The 
financial cost of these resources has a significant impact on the ELS budget.  For 
example, the ELS Program Administrator estimated that during the 2006–2007 school 
year, curricular materials for the ELS literacy initiative made up approximately 30% of 
her materials budget.  This estimation is significant, especially when considering the fact 
that all specialized technology and equipment also comes from the same budget. 
Additionally, when the full-time equivalency (FTE) for all of the people who are directly 
supporting the literacy initiative is added together, it nearly equals a full-time position 
that is being funded through the ELS program. 
Activities   
The activities of a program are ―what you planned to do‖ or ―what got done‖ to 
achieve the desired outcomes (Goldman & Schmalz, 2006).  A variety of activities have 
been designed to achieve the desired results in literacy instruction and student outcomes 
for the ELS program (see Appendix A).  One of these activities has been a consistent 
message from the program administration on the importance of quality and 
comprehensive literacy instruction for all students.  These types of messages have been 
overtly communicated through a variety of means, including written communication to 
all staff (e.g., the beginning of the year welcome letter), as well as through verbal 
messages delivered at large group gatherings (e.g., new staff trainings and staff 
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meetings).  The message that literacy is a priority for the program also has been 
communicated through other means, such as through the purchasing of a core curriculum 
set for all primary and intermediate classrooms and through all program staff 
development days devoted to the topic of literacy.    
The dissemination of curricular materials (i.e., the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence, core curriculum materials, supplemental curriculum materials, and technology 
to support learning in the area of literacy) is another activity associated with the ELS 
Literacy Initiative.  This is an important component of the initiative, given that ―lack of 
appropriate and research-based instructional materials‖ was one of the more commonly 
cited problems that the initiative was designed to address.  Prior to the dissemination of 
these materials, none of the primary or intermediate level ELS teachers had an 
instructional program that could be considered a ―core‖ reading program.  Most 
classroom instructional materials were created by teachers to meet the needs of individual 
students, or they were supplemental instructional programs that were used 
unsystematically.  With the dissemination of materials related to the initiative, teachers 
were provided with a core reading and language program that could be used with all 
students who were able to participate.  The expectation of the program administration 
was that all primary and intermediate teachers would begin to use the identified core 
curriculum (Language for Learning and Reading Mastery) during the 2006–2007 school 
year.  In addition to the dissemination of the core curricular materials, other material 
resources such as the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence were also disseminated to 
support literacy instruction.  The Scope and Sequence provided a framework upon which 
teachers could make instructional decisions regarding which supplemental programs 
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could be used to instruct in a specific skill area and when these materials could be used, 
based on a student’s current instructional level.  Teacher-created materials continue to 
make up a significant portion of classroom instructional materials.  However, with access 
to the Scope and Sequence, teachers can make more informed decisions as to when and 
how to use these materials.   
One of the most important components of the ELS Literacy Initiative has been the 
professional development provided to staff.  One of the primary problem statements 
identified by stakeholders included a ―lack of teacher knowledge and skill‖ in teaching 
beginning reading to students with moderate to severe developmental disabilities.  
Because it is essential that classroom teachers and staff have an understanding of how 
reading develops, professional development addressing this topic has occurred in several 
ways, such as through training on the contents of the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence.  
This resource identifies four developmental stages of literacy in seven different skill areas 
and gives teachers information on what a learner looks like at each developmental level, 
illustrates how to use data to determine if a student falls within that level, and presents 
ideas for assisting a student in mastering the skills for that developmental level and 
moving on to the next level.  Professional development on the use of this resource has 
taken place in large groups (staff meetings), small groups (level meetings), and one-on-
one settings (visits to teacher classrooms).  In addition to receiving training specifically 
related to the use of the Scope and Sequence, a full day of large group professional 
development devoted to how reading develops as well as instructional strategies for each 
of the developmental stages was provided to all certified staff during the 2006–2007 
school year.  The trainer had extensive experience with teaching reading to students with 
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moderate to severe disabilities and had provided professional development in this area for 
many years.  It is important to note that much of the Scope and Sequence was based on 
prior work by this trainer.  Consequently, her message was consistent with other 
information that the certified staff had received and it served to reinforce those messages.   
In addition to having an understanding of how reading develops, teachers must 
have specific training related to the implementation of curricular materials.  This is 
particularly the case with the core curriculum that has been identified in the ELS 
program.  More specifically, the language and reading programs are both Direct 
Instruction programs that have a very prescriptive instructional methodology.  All 
teachers are given a full day of training on the implementation of these programs before 
they are used in the classroom.  Additionally, if someone else in the classroom (e.g., a 
teaching assistant or a speech and language pathologist) will be supporting the delivery of 
the program, they must also attend the training.  In order to support follow through and 
ensure implementation integrity, the literacy coach conducts implementation integrity 
checks and provides suggestions for on-site implementation. 
In order to help plan literacy instruction, teachers have been given access to 
different instructional planning tools.  These tools help teachers to develop 
comprehensive, individualized instructional plans for each student, and teachers have 
been encouraged to use the tool that best meets their needs.  As part of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative, teachers have been given training on how to use these planning tools.  These 
tools have been introduced in large group settings, such as monthly staff meetings; 
however, teachers receive more in-depth training on an individual basis, such as through 
consultation with the literacy coach.  Furthermore, other certified staff members in the 
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classroom, namely the intervention specialists, have received training on such planning 
tools and can support their use in the classroom.    
Another important activity of the literacy initiative is the emphasis on the use of 
data to inform instruction.  The use of data is not a new concept for certified staff in the 
ELS program.  Most of the staff members are very knowledgeable when it comes to 
collecting data to inform progress toward IEP goals.  Furthermore, one of the primary 
roles of the intervention specialist (typically a school psychologist by training) is to 
coordinate the collection and use of data in the classroom.   
Data are used in the ELS program to support literacy instruction in several 
different ways.  First, every student is assessed three times a year using an early literacy 
or reading CBM tool.  Teachers have been encouraged to review these data to ensure that 
individual students are making progress, and these data also have been used as a program 
outcome measure.  In addition to benchmarking students three times a year, intervention 
specialists and some teachers have been trained in the use of CBM progress monitoring 
tools that can be used to monitor student progress more frequently.  To support regular 
(i.e., weekly or bi-weekly) progress monitoring of student progress, teachers and 
intervention specialists have been provided access to an AIMSweb progress monitoring 
account, a web-based data management system that tracks and graphs student data.  
Finally, the intervention specialists in the classroom have received training on the 
administration and use of curriculum-based assessment tools to analyze student reading 
and writing.  More specifically, the training has consisted of (a) when to use the tools, (b) 
how to use the tools, and (c) how to use the information to support instructional planning.   
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The final identified activity of the ELS Literacy Initiative is the assessment of 
students’ literacy development across time and the monitoring of instructional 
programming across grades.  One of the primary problems identified by stakeholders that 
the literacy initiative was designed to correct involved disjointed and inconsistent reading 
instruction across time.  For example, when a student would move from one teacher to 
the next, very little information would be communicated regarding the status of that 
student’s reading development and what prior literacy instruction had involved for that 
student.  Consequently, teachers would essentially begin the process of determining 
appropriate instruction all over again.  This resulted in loss of instructional time, 
inconsistencies in instructional methodology, and gaps in students’ literacy instruction.  
In an attempt to correct this problem, a form was developed to be included in students’ 
files that identified their status along a developmental continuum in seven different skill 
areas and what programs, if any, had been used in the students’ instruction, including the 
last lesson completed (see Appendix B: ELS Literacy Tracking Form).  The form also 
included a space for students’ benchmarking scores. The purpose of this literacy tracking 
form was to serve as a means of communication from one year to the next.  
Outcomes   
The desired outcomes for the ELS Literacy Initiative can be classified into three 
categories: short-term outcomes (which are the direct and immediate result of the 
initiative activities and should be realized within one to two years of implementation), 
intermediate outcomes (which should be achieved within two or three years of the 
initiative), and long-term outcomes (changes in behavior or conditions that will be 
achieved in three or more years).   
 117 
Short-term outcomes. The ELS Literacy Initiative formally began during the 
2005–2006 school year.  Consequently, it would be expected that the program would 
have achieved the identified short-term outcomes by this time (see Appendix A).  The 
identified short-term outcomes include improvements in conditions to support literacy 
instruction (i.e., making resources available), changes in staff beliefs and skills (i.e., 
improving teacher confidence), and changes in teacher instructional behavior (i.e., use of 
core curriculum, creation of literacy plans for all students, use of data to make decisions).  
More specifically, the first identified short-term outcome was to increase curricular 
resources to support research-based literacy instruction in the classroom.  In other words, 
it would be expected that every primary and intermediate classroom would have copies of 
the core literacy curriculum and would reflect the use of more research-based 
supplemental instructional resources than it had used prior to the literacy initiative.  
Furthermore, with the increased amount of resources, and with the professional 
development and individual consultation that teachers have had access to, it would be 
expected that teachers would feel more confident and supported as well as have improved 
skills in teaching beginning reading.   
The next three identified short-term outcomes all relate to changes in teacher 
instructional behaviors.  More specifically, it was expected that, as a result of ELS 
Literacy Initiative activities, teachers would begin to use the core curriculum and 
supplemental materials, create individualized literacy plans for all students, and increase 
their use of data in instructional decision making.  It is important to note that the ELS 
Literacy Initiative has not been prescriptive with regard to which supplemental 
instructional materials are to be used (with the exception of the core curriculum), how the 
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literacy plans are developed, or when and how data should be used to inform instruction.  
However, the initiative has placed particular emphasis on research-based instruction; 
consequently, it is important that teacher practices reflect the basic assumptions 
underlying the initiative, such as that a comprehensive literacy plan include at least 5 big 
ideas relating to reading and include plans to incorporate literacy instruction across the 
day.   
Intermediate outcomes.  The desired intermediate outcomes of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative are those that can be expected to be achieved between two to three years after 
the formal start of the initiative.  Two of these outcomes would likely be achieved if all of 
the short-term outcomes are achieved.  In other words, if teachers were increasing their 
skill in teaching beginning reading and using the identified core instructional program as 
well as other initiative resources, it would be expected that there would be an increase in 
instructional consistency between same-level classrooms.  Additionally, if teachers were 
using more data to make instructional decisions, creating literacy plans, and tracking data 
across time, it would be expected that instructional consistency would increase for 
students from one grade to the next.   
In contrast to the first two intermediate outcomes, the last two would not naturally 
be achieved if all of the short-term outcomes were achieved, as they would require more 
direct action.  More specifically, one of these intermediate outcomes is an increase in 
inclusion and integration opportunities for students into their school communities as a 
result of the literacy initiative.  Even if student literacy instruction was more aligned with 
research-based practices and students were experiencing improved academic gains in the 
area of literacy, increased integration and inclusion would require additional action on the 
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part of the teacher.  Similarly, it would be expected that improved articulation of student 
instructional programs and the use of data to inform instruction would set the stage for 
improved communication and collaboration between home and school in the area of 
literacy; however, this would not occur automatically and would also require additional 
action to be achieved. 
Long-term outcomes.  The long-term anticipated outcomes are the most important 
outcomes of the literacy initiative, and those are to (a) improve student reading 
achievement, (b) improve post-school outcomes, and (c) serve as a model to the 
cooperative’s member districts in the area of literacy instruction.  With regard to student 
achievement, the identified long-term goal of the ELS Literacy Initiative is for students to 
graduate from the program reading and comprehending at the second grade level.  
However, even more important than attaining a second grade reading level is the long-
term desired outcome of improving post-school outcomes.  Post-school outcomes fall into 
three categories: where and how students live their daily lives, student employment or 
other work opportunities and experiences, and student leisure and socialization 
opportunities.  Literacy is a skill that has the possibility of improving outcomes in all 
three of these areas, and improving post-school outcomes is the ultimate goal of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative.  In addition to improving student outcomes, the final desired long-
term outcome of the literacy initiative is that the ELS program will serve as a model of 
research-based reading instruction for students with disabilities.  This is an important 
outcome because one of the primary functions of the cooperative district is to increase the 
capacity of its member districts to better meet the needs of their own students.  
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Assumptions   
The inputs, activities, and desired outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative are 
grounded in several assumptions, or philosophical beliefs.  If the program administration 
did not hold these beliefs and values, it would not have had a reason to initiate the 
literacy initiative.  For example, one of the assumptions of the initiative is that all 
students can benefit from instruction in the area of literacy.  If this were not a belief of 
the program administration, then the initiative would not have the focus on all students 
that it does.  Another assumption of the initiative is that when given appropriate and 
research-based instruction, students with moderate to severe disabilities can learn to read.  
Finally, the program reflects the belief that literacy is a life skill that can improve post-
school outcomes and is an important instructional component in the education of students 
with moderate to severe disabilities.  
Contextual Factors   
According to Coffman (1999), the contextual factors of a program are those that 
can potentially affect the outcomes of the program but may or may not be under your 
control.  A number of contextual factors have the potential to impact the outcomes of the 
ELS Literacy Initiative either positively or negatively.  One significant factor is the 
relatively high rate of staff turnover.  For example, of seven ELS primary classrooms, 
only two of the teachers in those classrooms returned for the 2007–2008 school year.  
The teachers who left the program did so for a variety of reasons (e.g., to stay home with 
children full or part-time, to accept higher level teaching or administrative positions, or to 
pursue other career opportunities).  However, regardless the reason, it is obvious that 
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such high rates of turnover can significantly affect the outcomes of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative.   
Several other significant contextual factors are important considerations for the 
implementation of the literacy initiative.  One of them involves the student population 
that the ELS program serves.  The program serves students with a wide variety of 
strengths, abilities, and needs, which results in a very diverse student population.  For 
example, in one classroom, the students may include a student with autism who is verbal 
and academically working at that grade level, but who has significant behavioral 
challenges, as well as a student who is nonverbal and severely physically and cognitively 
impaired.  Additionally, the nature of the disabilities that these students have can affect 
their availability for learning on a daily basis (e.g., variations in health or behavior).  
Other identified contextual factors for the ELS Literacy Initiative include programmatic 
funding and budgetary fluctuations, the presence of other programs or district initiatives, 
levels of parent participation and involvement, and the overall cultures and climates of 
both the ELS program and the buildings in which the classrooms are located.   
Summary 
Like other school-based initiatives, the ELS Literacy Initiative is a complex set of 
resources and activities that are designed to address several programmatic needs and 
ultimately improve student outcomes.  This program description has identified the 
background and historical information necessary for understanding the context of the 
literacy initiative, and it has described (a) the problems that the initiative was designed to 
address, (b) the inputs, or resources, that were invested in the initiative, (c) the activities 
that took place as part of the implementation of the initiative, and (d) the desired 
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outcomes of the initiative.  Additionally, the assumptions that underlie the initiative and 
contextual factors within which it functions were identified.  Appendix A presents this 
program description in the form of a logic model, or a visual representation of the 
program.   
Evaluation Questions 
 The purpose of this evaluation study was to gather information to aid in future 
decision making with regard to the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Put in the context of the 
CIPP evaluation model (Stuffelbeam, 1971), the current evaluation could be considered 
both a process evaluation (e.g., How are the components of the ELS Literacy Initiative 
currently being implemented? What factors serve to facilitate implementation?) and a 
product evaluation (e.g., To what extent have student outcomes in the area of literacy 
been impacted as a result of the Literacy Initiative?  To what extent do teachers believe 
there is instructional continuity for individual students as they move from one teacher to 
the next?).  Considering both the process and the product nature of the evaluation, along 
with the need to gather information to determine the next steps in the ELS Literacy 
Initiative, the following general goals were used to guide the evaluation study: 
1. Process: To examine how the ELS Literacy Initiative was currently being 
implemented. 
2. Product: To determine to what extent the anticipated short-term and intermediate 
outcomes of the initiative were being realized. 
3. Next Steps: To determine the next steps in implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative.   
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Before beginning an evaluation study, it is important to identify and select 
evaluation questions so as to provide the direction and foundation of the study.  The 
current evaluator utilized a two-phase process for identifying the specific questions to be 
answered by this evaluation study (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  The first 
phase of this process was the divergent phase.  During the divergent phase, the evaluator 
develops a comprehensive list of potential evaluation questions gathered from multiple 
sources, including stakeholders (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  For the current 
study, potential evaluation questions were drawn primarily from the initial stakeholder 
interviews, during which interviewees were specifically asked about questions they 
would like to see answered by the evaluation.  In addition to questions identified by 
stakeholders, the evaluator also included questions related to the program 
description/logic model, as well as questions of personal and professional interest.  
According to Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997), when the point has been reached 
at which no new questions are being identified, the next step in the process is to organize 
the questions into categories.  During the divergent phase of question generation, a total 
of 93 potential evaluation questions were identified.  The evaluator then analyzed the 
questions to determine the categories into which the questions could be grouped.  
Interestingly, the questions were grouped into categories that mirrored the ELS Literacy 
Initiative Logic Model (see Appendix A).  
The next phase of question generation is the convergent phase.  During this phase, 
the evaluation questions are prioritized and the final questions are identified (Worthen, 
Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).  To begin this phase of the process, the evaluator rewrote 
the questions developed during the divergent phase to reduce redundancies and to 
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increase clarity.  This step resulted in a total of 49 questions, about half of the total 
number of questions generated during the divergent phase.  Finally, the evaluator met 
with the ELS program administrator, the client of the current evaluation study, to 
prioritize a final set of evaluation questions.  Several factors were taken into 
consideration when prioritizing the final list of evaluation questions.  For example, 
questions that encompassed several other questions were prioritized.  At least one 
question was prioritized per category in order to reflect the components of the logic 
model.  Additionally, questions that were identified by multiple sources were prioritized.  
This prioritization process resulted in a final list of 14 evaluation questions (see 
Appendix C: Evaluation Questions and Data Sources).  The questions on the final list 
were then grouped under each of the identified goals of the study that were used to guide 
the current program evaluation.  It is important to note that in program evaluation studies, 
the list of evaluation questions must remain flexible to allow new questions to emerge as 
necessary (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997).   
Data Collection and Analysis Plan 
Evaluation studies are typically multi-method in nature, including a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis procedures, and the current study 
was no exception.  As has been previously described, the primary purpose of the current 
program evaluation study was to assist the ELS Program Administrator in identifying the 
next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The other goals of the 
evaluation were both process (i.e., to examine how the ELS Literacy Initiative currently 
is being implemented) and product in nature (i.e., to determine to what extent the 
anticipated short-term and intermediate outcomes of the initiative were being realized).  
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According to Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997), process evaluations should 
proceed ―by monitoring the activity’s potential procedural barriers and remaining alert to 
unanticipated ones, by obtaining specified information for programmed decisions, by 
describing the actual process, and by continually interacting with and observing the 
activities of project staff‖ (p. 99).  These types of evaluation activities would be most 
appropriately achieved through qualitative methodologies such as observation and 
interviewing.  In contrast, product evaluations should proceed ―by defining operationally 
and measuring outcome criteria, by collecting judgments of outcomes from stakeholders, 
and by performing both qualitative and quantitative analyses‖ (p. 99).  Therefore, 
quantitative measures are more appropriate for answering evaluation questions of this 
nature. 
The following paragraphs describe both the qualitative and quantitative data 
collection and analysis procedures that were used to answer the evaluation questions of 
the current study.  The mixed-method nature of the current evaluation study had several 
benefits, including (a) reducing the biases and limitations inherent in any data collection 
method, (b) allowing for conclusions and answers to evaluation questions to be based on 
the triangulation of data, and (c) allowing for data collected from one source to 
complement or enhance the information collected from another.  The following data 
collection and analysis plan describes the instruments that were used in the revaluation, 
including how the instruments were developed, how they were used to gather data, and 
how the data were analyzed.  The plan also describes the process that was used to analyze 
and interpret the qualitative data produced by the study, how the data were triangulated in 
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order to make conclusions and answer the identified evaluation questions, and how the 
constructs of reliability and validity were addressed in the evaluation study. 
Instruments  
The multi-method nature of the current program evaluation required several 
methods for collecting data.  The methods and instruments that were developed and used 
included (a) teacher surveys, (b) parent surveys, (c) focus groups, (d) student literacy 
tracking data, and (e) literacy benchmarking data.  The following paragraphs describe the 
purpose of these methods, how they were developed, the data collection process, and how 
the data were then analyzed.   
Teacher survey.  In order to help answer the identified evaluation questions, a 
survey was given to primary and intermediate level teachers in the ELS program.  The 
survey was designed to obtain a self-report measure of teacher behaviors and opinions 
surrounding the implementation and outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Another 
purpose of the survey was to gain quantitative and qualitative data to triangulate with 
other data sources, such as the focus group and student outcome data.  The survey was an 
efficient and effective way to get the anonymous opinions of as many teachers as possible 
within a short period of time.   
The teacher survey was created by using the identified evaluation questions to 
develop the questions for the survey.  The questions generated for the survey represented 
a combination of rating scale items and open-ended questions.  The survey questions 
were then transferred to the web-based program, Survey Monkey.  The online format of 
the survey was selected because it would allow survey participants to easily complete the 
survey questions online, using a link from an e-mail requesting their participation.  A 
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cover letter was also developed for the survey, describing the purpose of the survey, 
directions for completing it, and how the participant’s confidentiality would be protected.  
The first page of the survey served as informed consent.   
This pilot version of the teacher survey was reviewed by two members of the 
evaluator’s dissertation committee, which resulted in changes in wording and formatting.  
Next, the pilot survey was sent to the entire dissertation committee for approval.  Once 
approved, two teachers completed pilot surveys.  The first teacher was a former first 
grade teacher in the ELS program who served as a consultant for the program during the 
2007–2008 school year.  The second was a current middle school teacher in the ELS 
program who had been known to place a strong emphasis on literacy in her classroom.  
The two teachers were asked to comment on the survey’s clarity, ease of completion, and 
time for completion, and to provide any other information or suggestions for the survey 
that they had.  Pilot survey responses were screened to make sure that the respondents 
provided the information that the questions were intended to solicit.  The teachers who 
completed the pilot surveys were also briefly interviewed about their suggestions for 
changes.  This process resulted in small changes being made to the teacher survey, 
including the addition of an ―NA‖ option for several of the multiple choice questions, 
small changes in wording for two questions, and the reversal of the order of two 
questions.  
 The final teacher survey consisted of a total of 31 questions and contained a 
variety of items, including multiple-choice items, Likert-scale items, and open-ended 
items (see Appendix D).  The items were designed so that knowledge of an exact 
definition of the literacy initiative (what the initiative includes, does not include, etc.) was 
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not necessary in order to answer the survey questions.  A ―no opinion‖ or ―NA‖ response 
was available for most of the questions, and all questions were made optional.  Based on 
feedback from the pilot surveys, the online version of the survey took 20–30 minutes to 
complete.  The online version was designed to be flexible so that teachers could start the 
survey and then later return to complete it.  
The evaluator attended the level meetings of the primary and intermediate 
teachers in order to personally explain the purpose of the survey, encourage participation, 
and answer any questions.  Following these meetings, an e-mail invitation to complete 
the survey was sent to all primary and intermediate teachers in the ELS program (n = 16).  
Teachers were asked to complete the survey within one week’s time, prior to their 
participation in the focus groups, in order to reduce the possibility that participation in the 
focus group would influence their responses on the survey.  Five days later, a reminder 
was sent to teachers to complete the survey prior to their participation in the focus 
groups. Twelve of a possible 16 surveys were completed prior to the original deadline.  In 
an attempt to obtain a higher return rate, the deadline for completion was extended past 
the dates of the focus group to the end of the school year, with one more reminder being 
e-mailed out during that time.  This resulted in the completion of one additional survey, 
which brought the total return rate to 13 surveys completed (7 primary teachers and 6 
intermediate teachers) out of a possible 16, or an 81% return rate.  
The analysis of the survey data began with a review of each survey in its entirety.  
The purpose of this review was to identify whether any of the participants were overly 
negative or overly positive in their responses, whether there were any obvious problems 
with the completion of the survey, or whether any other noteworthy patterns existed, such 
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as a participant completing all of the multiple choice items but none of the open-ended 
items.  This review revealed one respondent who appeared to provide overly positive 
responses and another respondent who did not provide answers to any of the open-ended 
questions.  It also revealed that the questions that allowed teachers to provide ―additional 
comments‖ regarding specific topics generated very few comments.  All surveys and all 
responses were included in the final analysis; none were deemed unusable or invalid.    
The quantitative items on the survey were all treated as continuous data and were 
analyzed using means or frequencies.  Data were analyzed separately for primary 
teachers and intermediate teachers and then were analyzed together.  This information 
has been summarized in table format and is reported in Chapter Four: Results.  The 
analysis of the qualitative items on the survey is described in a later section in this 
chapter titled ―Qualitative Data Analysis.‖  
Parent survey.  A survey was used to gather information from the parents of 
students in the primary and intermediate grades of the ELS program regarding their 
perceptions and opinions.  More specifically, the survey asked parents their perceptions 
of the impact that literacy instruction in school has had on students’ literacy skills at 
home, their perspective on the communication between home and school regarding 
literacy instruction, and their opinions regarding what might be done to improve literacy 
outcomes for students in the ELS program.  The survey was intended to be a simple and 
efficient way to obtain the parents’ perspectives and to help to answer the evaluation 
questions for the current evaluation study.    
The parent survey was developed by first identifying which of the program 
evaluation questions were appropriate to address through the parent survey, and 
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additional questions were then developed through discussion with the evaluator’s 
dissertation committee.  Once the survey was approved by the dissertation committee, it 
was piloted by a parent of a student in the ELS program who also serves in the role of 
parent mentor for the cooperative district in which the evaluation took place.  The 
feedback from the parents on the pilot survey was all positive, and no changes were 
made.  The final survey consisted of six total questions (two rating-scale questions and 
four open-ended questions) and was estimated to take approximately five minutes to 
complete (see Appendix E).  The first page of the survey explained the purpose of the 
survey, identified possible risks and benefits for participation, and served as the informed 
consent form.  The survey also contained a definition of ―literacy‖ in the ELS program to 
ensure that all participants shared an understanding of this term.  The online survey 
service, Survey Monkey, was used to format and collect survey responses.   
The invitation to complete the online survey was sent via e-mail to the parents of 
children in the ELS program (in grades K–5) for whom the main office had an e-mail 
address, representing a total of 81 e-mails out of a possible 108 families.  After the e-mail 
invitation to complete the survey was sent, the evaluator received alert messages 
indicating that six e-mails did not reach their intended recipients.  Parents were given a 
target completion date of two weeks after they had received the e-mail invitation.  A 
reminder was sent to parents to complete the survey one week after the first invitation 
was sent.  Nine parent surveys had been completed prior to the reminder.  When the 
survey solicitation period was closed, a total of 26 parents had completed the survey.  
Given that 81 invitations had been e-mailed, 6 of those had been returned to the 
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evaluator, and 26 participants ultimately completed the survey, the survey response rate 
was 34.6%.  
The analysis of the parent survey data began with an examination of each survey 
to note any errors, problems, or patterns.  The majority of parents responded to all six 
questions on the survey, even the open-ended questions.  No other patterns or problems 
with the data occurred.  Frequencies were calculated for the two quantitative items on the 
parent survey.  The analysis of the open-ended questions on the survey is described in the 
section of this chapter titled ―Qualitative Data Analysis.‖ 
 Focus groups.  Focus groups were used to gain information from teachers and 
relevant support personnel to generate qualitative data to triangulate with other data 
sources, such as the parent and teacher surveys as well as the student literacy data, and to 
help answer the identified evaluation questions. The focus groups served as an effective 
way to gain the opinions and comments of as many teachers and support staff as possible 
within a short period of time.  Three focus groups were conducted, including a primary 
level teacher group, an intermediate level teacher group, and a support staff group (e.g., 
teaching assistants, intervention specialists, speech and language pathologists, and 
instructional consultants).   
Focus group interview guides were created to assist the evaluator in facilitating 
the discussions.  One guide was created for use with the primary and intermediate teacher 
groups (see Appendix F) and another for the support staff group (see Appendix G).  The 
interview guides contained both guiding questions and probing questions.  The guiding 
questions were designed to stimulate conversation related to broad topics.  Probing 
questions were used to follow-up and lead the group into more specific topics that had 
 132 
not been addressed through the discussion stimulated by the broader guiding questions, 
and they were only used on an as-needed basis.  The guiding questions and probing 
questions had been developed to directly answer one or more of the program evaluation 
questions.   
The teacher focus group interview guide was pilot tested in a one-on-one 
interview format with the same two teachers who had pilot tested the teacher survey.  
Following the pilot interviews, the teachers were asked to provide specific feedback 
relating to the interview guide.  Several changes were made to the interview guide based 
on the teachers’ feedback, including (a) the addition of the opportunity for teachers to ask 
questions and express any concerns before beginning the focus group, (b) the rewording 
of three questions, (c) the reversal of the order of two of the questions, and (d) the 
elimination of one question.   
The current program evaluator served as the facilitator during each of the three 
focus group meetings.  The role of the facilitator was to lead the discussion by posing 
broad, guiding questions and then following up with the more specific, probing questions 
when necessary.  The facilitator also ensured the participation of all members of each 
group, moderating the responses of overly vocal participants and encouraging responses 
from reluctant participants.  In addition to the facilitator, a note-taker was also present 
during two of the focus groups (it was not possible to have a note-taker present during the 
third group, so the facilitator also served as the note-taker during that interview).  While 
the focus groups were recorded using both a digital voice recorder and a traditional tape 
recorder, the note-taker was responsible for taking ―back-up‖ notes.  More importantly, 
the note-taker observed the group process and the dynamics among group members and 
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between the facilitator and group members, including participation rates, nonverbal 
messages, and the reactions of participants.  These notes were used to reflect on the 
potential influence of the facilitator’s bias and how the dynamics of the group may have 
influenced the outcomes.   
The facilitator made several opening comments to the participants before 
beginning each of the focus groups.  These comments included a reminder of the purpose 
of the discussion, an assurance of confidentiality on the part of the facilitator and note-
taker, a request that members of the group not share information outside of the meeting, 
the identification of possible risks and benefits to the participants, and an opportunity to 
ask questions and express concerns.  The facilitator also provided the participants with 
the broad definition of literacy adopted by the ELS program so that everyone shared this 
understanding before beginning the conversation.  The participants were also reminded 
that they could choose not to participate and were asked to sign the informed consent 
form if they chose to participate.   
The primary level focus group took place at a location and time that the primary 
teachers agreed upon.  A total of five out of a possible eight primary teachers were 
present for the focus group interview.  Of those who did not attend, two teachers reported 
having prior commitments and one reported that she had not known she was supposed to 
attend the meeting.  The intermediate level focus group took place during the group’s 
regular monthly meeting time and place, and consequently, all eight intermediate teachers 
were present for the interview.    
Participants for the support staff focus group were selected with the assistance of 
the program administrator, and invitations to participate were sent to a range of different 
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support staff members associated with the ELS program (teaching assistants, speech and 
language pathologists, intervention specialists, and instructional consultants).  Four 
support services personnel members participated: the reading coach, an intervention 
specialist, and two speech and language pathologists.  Two teaching assistants who had 
committed to participating were not able to attend at the last minute because their 
classrooms were short of staff that day.  The technology consultant, who also had 
confirmed attendance, had become preoccupied with another task at the time of the 
meeting and the focus group ―slipped her mind.‖  Finally, a third speech and language 
pathologist who was going to attempt to make it to the meeting encountered a last minute 
conflict, as did a second intervention specialist.    
The analysis of the focus group data began with the transcription of the recordings 
into a table.  The evaluator listened to each of the recordings a second time and reviewed 
the transcription to ensure accuracy.  During the focus group interviews and during the 
transcription process, the facilitator/evaluator took additional notes relating to group 
dynamics, potential areas of bias, the identification of themes that kept emerging during 
the interviews, and which questions were omitted during the interview and why.  The 
remainder of the data analysis process for each of the focus groups is described below 
under ―Qualitative Data Analysis.‖   
Student literacy tracking data.  Another data source that was used to help answer 
the evaluation questions was teachers’ ratings of student literacy development on the ELS 
Literacy Tracking Form.  These data were analyzed specifically to answer the evaluation 
question pertaining to student progress.  The information from the literacy tracking forms 
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was combined with other sources of data to help draw conclusions regarding student 
outcomes in the area of literacy.      
A literacy tracking form is completed annually for each student in the program, 
following the student from year to year.  The form contains several pieces of information, 
including (a) identifying information, (b) a rating of the student’s literacy development 
(literacy beginner, literacy novice, early to upper emergent, or upper emergent to fluent) 
across seven different literacy skill areas for each school year, (c) identification of the 
student’s current literacy program/curriculum, and (d) the current year’s literacy 
benchmark scores.  See Appendix B for a sample of a completed ELS Literacy Tracking 
Form.   
The purpose of literacy development tracking is to increase communication 
among relevant personnel regarding student literacy development and instruction from 
one year to the next.  Without this type of information, teachers in the ELS program must 
frequently ―start from scratch‖ in determining a new ELS student’s skill level in the 
various components of literacy (phonemic awareness, comprehension, etc.) and in 
identifying appropriate and effective instruction for that student.  The ELS program 
administrator intended for the literacy tracking form to be used for evaluating program 
outcomes beginning in the 2007–2008 school year. 
ELS teachers were asked to begin using the literacy tracking form for the first 
time at the end of the 2006–2007 school year.  The current evaluator helped to develop 
the literacy tracking form and was responsible for communicating with teachers about the 
form’s completion.  She began this process by attending each teacher level meeting (e.g., 
for primary teachers or intermediate teachers) to explain the form, why it was to be used, 
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and how to complete it.  The evaluator then directed teachers to the ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence to assist them in making a determination of which developmental level 
their students’ literacy skills fell in.  They were also encouraged to use existing data 
regarding their students’ literacy development, including informal observations, literacy 
benchmarking data, IEP goal progress data, permanent products, and any other relevant 
criteria.  If they were not sure how to rate their students’ developmental levels, they were 
directed to their intervention specialist, who would help them to collect additional data to 
inform the ratings on the literacy tracking forms.  Teachers were then asked to retain 
copies of the forms for themselves that would transition with the students and to send 
copies to the district office.   
Several reminders to complete the literacy tracking form were sent, and by the 
end of the school year, tracking forms had been completed and submitted to the district 
office from 11 of the 15 primary and intermediate teachers.  This resulted in having 
literacy tracking forms for 72 out of a possible 101 primary and intermediate students (a 
71.3% return rate).  One teacher who had completed the forms had not rated all students 
in all areas, which resulted in a variable total of intermediate students for some of the 
skill areas.  The total N per skill area for intermediate students varied from 31 to 34.  
The 2007–2008 school year was the second year when teachers were asked to 
complete the ELS literacy tracking form.  As the curriculum and instruction consultant 
for the program, the current evaluator again attended the level meetings of the teachers to 
reintroduce the literacy tracking form and talk with teachers about the purpose of the 
form (i.e., communication and outcomes) and expectations for completion (i.e., one 
completed form for every student, with a copy sent to the district office and a copy kept 
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for the school’s records).  Interestingly, many of the teachers reported that they had not 
received the literacy tracking form for students who were new to their classrooms that 
year.  Given that the primary purpose of the tool is communication from one teacher to 
the next, this issue was of significant concern.  It is possible that communication during 
the 2006–2007 school year (the first year the form had been used) had provided 
inadequate information regarding what to do with the form once it was completed.     
For 2007–2008, teachers had the option to complete the literacy tracking form 
electronically and keep the information with the students’ electronic records.  In order to 
ensure that all teachers had copies of their students’ literacy tracking forms from the 
previous year, the teachers were given new copies of their students’ tracking forms.  For 
those students who did not have a completed 2006–2007 literacy tracking form, the 
teachers started a new form for the 2007–2008 school year.  With several reminders sent 
to teachers to send the form into the district office, 11 out of 16 primary and intermediate 
teachers completed their forms and sent a copy to the district by the end of the school 
year.  This resulted in having literacy tracking forms for 76 out of a possible 108 primary 
and intermediate students (a 70.4% return rate).  
The analysis of the literacy tracking form data was limited to only students in 
grades K–5 (primary and intermediate students) during the 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 
school years. Consequently, the 2006–2007 sample of students was not the same as the 
2007–2008 sample because the students who were in the fifth grade during 2006–2007 
were not included in the 2007–2008 sample, as they were sixth graders during that year.  
Similarly, a new cohort of kindergarten students was included in the 2007–2008 sample.  
Other differences include students who moved in and out of the program.  
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The first step in the data analysis process was to calculate return rates (reported 
above) and to look for missing data.  Missing data were caused by teachers who did not 
turn in their forms and one teacher who did turn in all her forms but failed to rate all of 
her students in all of the different skill areas in 2006–2007.  This resulted in variable 
totals of students at the intermediate level for each of the skill areas in the 2006–2007 
data.  The next step was to separately calculate the frequencies and percentages of 
students falling within each of the developmental levels for the 2006–2007 and 2007–
2008 school years.  Student growth across time was then examined.  In order to have a 
more pure sample with which to examine growth trends, only students in grades K–5 who 
had complete literacy tracking data for both 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 were included in 
the analysis.  Fifty students met these criteria.  The reason that other data may not have 
been available for some students for both years include: (1) they were a kindergartener in 
2007–2008, (2) they were a fifth grade student in 2006–2007, (3) they entered the 
program in 2007–2008, or (4) they moved out of the program for 2007–2008.  The final 
step in the analysis of these data was to look at individual students’ growth across time.  
To examine individual student growth, the number of skill areas in which students were 
rated to have growth at least one developmental level from one year to the next was 
calculated.  The results of the analyses of the literacy tracking forms are described in 
Chapter Four.   
Literacy benchmarking data.  Some form of literacy benchmarking (the 
assessment of student skills three times a year using a form of curriculum-based 
measurement) has been taking place in the ELS program since the 2002–2003 school 
year, with the exception of the 2003–2004 school year.  The tools and data collection 
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procedures used to collect these data have changed over the years in an attempt to 
improve the benchmarking system and to meet the needs of this unique population.  
However, the benchmark data collection system was consistent from the 2005–2006 
school year to the 2007–2008 school year.   
 The purpose of this benchmarking process has been two-fold.  The primary 
purpose of benchmarking student literacy skills has been to ensure that students are 
making consistent growth in the area of literacy, and to indicate when instructional 
changes may be necessary.  Whether or not teachers and other staff were using these data 
for this purpose was a separate evaluation question that was addressed through other data 
collection methods (teacher survey and focus groups).  The second purpose of ELS 
literacy benchmarking has been program evaluation, or to determine how students were 
achieving overall in the area of literacy.  The present program evaluation examined the 
use of the literacy benchmark data for this purpose, in order to help answer the evaluation 
question regarding overall impact of literacy instruction on student achievement.   
 Because of the nature of the student population in the ELS program, the literacy 
benchmarking process had both similarities and differences with the benchmarking tools 
and processes that are used with more traditional, general education populations.  The 
similarities related to the frequency of data collection and the standardized administration 
of the assessments.  Just as in more typical settings, students in the ELS program 
participated in the benchmarking process three times a year: fall, winter, and spring.  
However, because of other conflicting activities in the ELS program (e.g., participation in 
the state-mandated alternate assessment program), the benchmarking windows (the time 
frame within which they had to be completed) varied slightly as to when they took place. 
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These windows have traditionally been longer in the ELS program (three weeks) than in 
other settings (two weeks).  Just as in more traditional settings, the administration of the 
benchmarking assessments was standardized.  All intervention specialists—those 
responsible for the collection of these data in the ELS program—were trained in the 
administration of the benchmarking tools and provided a standard set of directions for the 
administration of each of the tools.   
The differences in the ELS benchmarking process from more traditional 
benchmarking processes include (a) the range of tools that were available, (b) the 
selection of tools, (c) the characteristics of those tools, and (d) the administration formats 
available for each tool.  First, the tools available were intended to measure a wider range 
of literacy skills, namely the pre-literacy skills that students typically acquire prior to 
kindergarten.  For example, some students were assessed in picture naming vocabulary 
and others in concepts of print, both of which involve some of the earliest measurable 
literacy skills.  This was necessary because many of the ELS students were in lower 
levels of literacy development.  Second, tools were selected for use based on the 
individual student’s estimated literacy development level, rather than on his or her grade 
level, as is the case in more traditional benchmarking processes.  For example, a student 
in the fifth grade may have been benchmarked using a tool that measured letter 
identification because that is what students in the fifth grade were currently learning.  For 
a complete list of available benchmarking tools, see Table 1.  
The characteristics of the tools themselves also differed from the tools used in a 
more traditional benchmarking process.  The most significant difference is that the tools 
used in the ELS program were accuracy-based rather than fluency-based.  Assessment 
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tools used in the benchmarking process typically come from the curriculum-based 
measurement (CBM)  family of tools, and one of the primary characteristics of this 
family of assessments is that they measure student fluency in any given skill area.  One of 
the benefits of measuring fluency over accuracy is that fluency reflects a higher level of 
mastery of a skill.  That is, a student can be accurate in a skill but not have mastered it 
because he or she is not fluent in it.  Another benefit is that fluency measures are more 
sensitive to growth over time.  When measuring student progress three times a year, it is 
necessary that the tool used be sensitive to small amounts of growth.  When ELS first 
began benchmarking student literacy skills, the traditional fluency-based CBM tools were 
used.  Experience with these measures suggested that, because of the processing and 
motoric difficulties of many of the students in the program, the fluency-based measures 
did not serve as accurate reflections of their knowledge and mastery of skills.  
Additionally, because of these complications, students showed very little growth over 
time.  Therefore, during the 2005–2006 school year, the move was made to alter the 
benchmarking tools to make them accuracy-based rather than fluency-based measures. 
The exception to this rule was the Reading-CBM assessment tool, for which the only 
option for administration was fluency-based (i.e., counting the number of words read 
correctly per minute).  It was not possible to make this assessment tool accuracy-based 
while still maintaining the integrity of the assessment.  
 The final difference between the ELS literacy benchmarking tools and more 
traditional literacy benchmarking tools related to the availability of multiple 
administration formats.  Most of the tools could be administered expressively (the 
traditional format), receptively, or in a format that was significantly altered from 
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standardized administration.  This was necessary because of the nature of the ELS student 
population.  For example, many of the students in ELS are nonverbal and would not be 
able to participate in the assessment if it were not adapted to accommodate nonverbal 
responses.  However, even the nonverbal administration of any given tool was 
standardized.  In most cases, the tool was made nonverbal by simply allowing students to 
respond from a field of four possible answers.  Unfortunately, some students in the ELS 
program were not able to participate even in an adapted standardized administration of 
the assessment tools for a variety of reasons; for example, they could only respond from a 
field of two possible answers, or by using an eye gaze.  For these students, an 
administration format was used that was considered significantly altered from the 
standardized administration.  During the 2006–2007 school year, 18% of ELS students 
received a significantly altered version of the standardized administration of a 
benchmarking tool.   
Analysis of the student literacy benchmark data began by organizing the data and 
calculating participation rates by year, level, and assessment tool.  See Table 1 for the 
2007–2008 literacy benchmark assessment participation rates.  An examination of these 
data revealed low numbers of students being assessed with any given assessment tool, 
even when considering both primary and intermediate students and all administration 
formats combined.  For example, when both academic levels were combined and all 
administration formats were included, the largest number of students being assessed with 
any given tool was in Letter Sound Identification, with 21 students being assessed using 
this benchmark assessment tool during the 2007–2008 school year.  The assessment tool 
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with the next highest participation rate was Picture Naming, with 11 students being 
assessed using this tool in 2007–2008.   
The low numbers of students assessed within any given assessment tool and 
administration format posed serious limitations to the ability of the evaluator to use these 
data to draw conclusions regarding student literacy development in the ELS program 
across time.  Several other problems with this data set also limited the usability of the 
data to answer questions about student outcomes in the program.  More specifically, 
because the benchmark measures were accuracy-based and not fluency-based, the tools 
were not as sensitive to growth over time as the more traditional versions.  In addition, 
the tools have a ceiling of performance (100% accuracy), whereas fluency measures have 
no such ceiling, which again limits their sensitivity to growth over time.  Finally, because 
the tools had been altered from their original format, there was no normative information 
to which student performance on the tool could be compared.  Consequently, it was 
difficult to judge what constituted ―adequate progress‖ for this population of students.  
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Table 1:
2007-2008 Participation Rates on ELS Benchmark Assessments by Administration Format and Level 
Assessment Tool f % f % f % f %
Concepts of Print N/A N/A 6 31.6 1 16.7 7 17.5
Picture Naming 0 0 3 15.8 3 50.0 6 15.0
Letter Identification 2 13.3 4 21.1 1 16.7 7 17.5
Alliteration N/A N/A 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Sound Blending N/A N/A 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Letter Sound Identification 5 33.3 6 31.6 0 0.0 11 27.5
Sight Words 1 6.7 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 2.5
Phonemic Segmentation 0 0.0 N/A N/A 0 0.0 0 0.0
Nonsense Words 4 26.7 0 0.0 1 16.7 5 12.5
Reading CBM 3 20.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A 3 7.5
Total 15 100.0 19 100.0 6 100.0 40 100.0
Concepts of Print N/A N/A 2 10.5 0 0.0 2 5.1
Picture Naming 1 5.6 4 21.1 0 0.0 5 12.8
Letter Identification 0 0.0 1 5.3 0 0.0 1 2.6
Alliteration N/A N/A 2 10.5 0 0.0 2 5.1
Sound Blending N/A N/A 1 5.3 0 0.0 1 2.6
Letter Sound Identification 6 33.3 3 15.8 1 50.0 10 25.6
Sight Words 4 22.2 1 5.3 1 50.0 6 15.4
Phonemic Segmentation 0 0.0 N/A N/A 0 0.0 0 0.0
Nonsense Words 0 0.0 5 26.3 0 0.0 5 12.8
Reading CBM 7 38.9 N/A N/A N/A N/A 7 17.9
Total 18 100.0 19 100.0 2 100.0 39 100.0
Concepts of Print N/A N/A 8 21.1 1 12.5 9 11.4
Picture Naming 1 3.0 7 18.4 3 37.5 11 13.9
Letter Identification 2 6.1 5 13.2 1 12.5 8 10.1
Alliteration N/A N/A 2 5.3 0 0 2 2.5
Sound Blending N/A N/A 1 2.6 0 0 1 1.3
Letter Sound Identification 11 33.3 9 23.7 1 12.5 21 26.6
Sight Words 5 15.2 1 2.6 1 12.5 7 8.9
Phonemic Segmentation 0 0.0 N/A N/A 0 0 0 0.0
Nonsense Words 4 12.1 5 13.2 1 12.5 10 12.7
Reading CBM 10 30.3 N/A N/A N/A N/A 10 12.7
Total 33 100.0 38 100.0 8 100 79 100.0
All 
Expressive 
Administration 
Receptive 
Administration 
Significantly Altered 
Administration 
Intermediate 
Primary 
All
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 Given the limitations of the data set for drawing conclusions regarding the effects 
of the ELS Literacy Initiative on the literacy outcomes of students in the program, the 
analysis of these data were limited to the examination of participation rates during the 
2007–2008 school year.  These data were not used to answer the evaluation question 
regarding the impact of the ELS Literacy Initiative on student literacy development.  
However, the information on 2007–2008 participation rates were used to help answer the 
evaluation question regarding how literacy benchmark data are being utilized in the 
program and whether the data are adequate to support those uses.  The results of this 
analysis are reported in Chapter Four. 
Qualitative Data Analysis 
Several instruments used in the current program evaluation generated data that 
were considered to be qualitative, including the open-ended questions contained in the 
teacher and parent surveys and the transcripts that resulted from the three focus group 
interviews. This section describes the analysis procedures employed for those qualitative 
data.   
The primary activity in the analysis of qualitative data is the coding of the data.  
Data codes are the words, phrases, and numbers assigned to individual bits of data that 
help to organize the information (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Data coding typically 
occurs at two levels.  The first level of data coding (Level 1 coding) includes the 
identifying information about the data, or the when, where, who, and other facts about the 
data that were coded.  The second level of data coding (Level 2 coding) involves the 
interpretive constructs related to analysis.  Level 2 codes describe the analysis of the data, 
or the data themes.   
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The analysis of the qualitative data set began with the open-ended responses on 
the teacher and parent surveys.  To support the analysis, the data were formatted into a 
table in which each teacher and parent comment appeared in a separate row, with 
columns used to code the data and insert comments.  The next step in the process was to 
develop a set of categories that could be used to fully describe and encompass the data set 
(Level 1 codes).  Miles and Huberman (1994) recommend creating a provisional starting 
list of codes prior to beginning analysis.  This provisional list includes descriptive, Level 
1 codes that are designed to encompass and identify what is in the data set.  The evaluator 
created a provisional list of Level 1 codes prior to beginning the coding process based on 
the ELS Literacy Initiative Scope and Sequence and the evaluation questions.  This 
resulted in two broad categories under which Level 1 codes were identified: 
Implementation Level 1 codes and Outcome Level 1 codes.  Subcategories of Level 1 
codes were developed from there.  An example of a Level 1 code is ―PEOP TA DES,‖ 
which is applied to comments that refer to human resources (PEOP), particularly teaching 
assistants (TA), and describe their role in the implementation of literacy instruction in the 
classroom (DES).  A total of 47 Level 1 codes were included on the provisional start list.  
A draft definition was created for each of the Level 1 codes before the coding of the 
qualitative survey data began.    
The next step in the process was to try to apply the Level 1 codes to teacher 
responses to the open-ended questions on the teacher survey.  If a teacher response 
contained more than one idea and required more than one Level 1 code, or if it was only 
part of the response that was to be given a Level 1 code, the text of the portion of the 
response that inspired the code was changed to another color and the text of the 
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corresponding Level 1 code was also changed to that color so it would be clear which 
part of the response went with which code.  While coding the comments made in the 
survey, the evaluator also added comments in a column designated for ―reflective 
remarks.‖  In this column, the evaluator made comments regarding decisions that had 
been made and thoughts about themes that were running through the data, in addition to 
other personal reflections, while providing a context in which to understand a particular 
teacher response.   
The process of applying the Level 1 codes to the teacher comments on the surveys 
resulted in seven new Level 1 codes being added to the initial start list of Level 1 codes.  
This addition accommodated responses that did not fit the existing code structure, and it 
had been an expected part of the coding process.  The next step in the process was to try 
to use the new, revised list of Level 1 codes to code the focus group data.  The focus 
group transcriptions were formatted similarly to the data in the surveys, which meant that 
every comment made during the focus group was assigned an individual cell in a table 
and additional columns were created for the Level 1 codes and reflective remarks.  The 
first group to be given Level 1 codes was the support staff focus group.  Four more 
additional Level 1 codes were added during this process because the existing codes did 
not adequately describe the data.  Furthermore, while coding the support staff focus 
group, the examiner noted that several codes appeared to describe the same data and were 
not different enough from one another.  To address this concern, several of the Level 1 
codes that referred to instructional planning and the use of data to make instructional 
decisions (eight codes total) were collapsed into one set of instructional planning codes 
(three codes total).  Several of the definitions of the Level 1 codes were also modified to 
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be more accurate and descriptive.  The result was the final set of Level 1 codes (56 total) 
and their corresponding definitions.  Before continuing to code new data, the evaluator 
returned to previously coded data and applied the finalized set of Level 1 codes and 
definitions.  The Level 1 coding process was finalized when the remaining focus group 
data were given Level 1 codes.  
In order to support the next step in the analysis of the qualitative data, all data that 
were given Level 1 codes were transferred to a spreadsheet that included columns for 
identifying the data source, the data, the Level 1 code, and a Level 2 code.  This 
formatting allowed the evaluator to have all of the qualitative data in one place regardless 
of the data source and facilitated the manipulation of the data when applying Level 2 
codes as well as when using the data in answering the evaluation questions.   
After all of the qualitative data had been given Level 1 descriptive codes, the next 
step was to develop and apply Level 2 analysis codes.  The purpose of Level 2 codes is to 
identify the themes that emerge out of the data set and to begin to develop a deeper 
analysis of the data.  An initial list of potential Level 2 codes was developed by 
examining the evaluator’s notes that had been written in the ―reflective remarks‖ column 
of the qualitative data sets.  Examples of themes that were identified as reflective remarks 
included comments such as ―aligning with general education curriculum,‖ ―all having the 
same vision/goal,‖ and ―making a real life connection.‖  When this initial set of possible 
themes were listed in a separate document (107 total), many of the themes had been listed 
more than once, or they were listed slightly differently but reflected the same idea, and 
many of the themes could be grouped under one broader category.  The evaluator began 
collapsing this list by grouping the initial set of themes into broader categories and 
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possible Level 2 codes.  This resulted in the identification of an initial set of 15 Level 2 
codes.  
The next step for the evaluator was to begin to try to apply the Level 2 codes to 
the qualitative data set.  The data set was sorted alphabetically from A to Z so that the 
data would not be listed by data source or Level 1 code, both of which could have biased 
the Level 2 coding process.  After processing 485 pieces of data (there were a total of 609 
pieces of qualitative data in the entire set), the evaluator reflected on the application of 
the Level 2 codes.  This reflection process included examining how many pieces of data 
had been assigned each Level 2 code in order to identify whether a particular code was 
too broad or too narrow.  Additionally, all of the data that had been given a particular 
Level 2 code were grouped together to determine if the data appeared to be cohesive in 
content.  The reflection process also included making sure the data that were included 
within any given Level 2 code reflected a variety of data sources and Level 1 codes.  This 
was done to ensure that the Level 2 code went beyond the simple description of data and 
moved toward analysis of the data.  Finally, the evaluator examined the data that had not 
been given a Level 2 code to determine whether a possible theme, or Level 2 code, had 
been missed.  The Level 2 coding and reflection process resulted in several of the Level 2 
codes being combined into one Level 2 code.  For example, the initial Level 2 codes of 
―vision/big picture,‖ ―link to general education,‖ and ―high expectations‖ were all 
collapsed into one Level 2 code named ―instruction within a broader perspective.‖  The 
definitions of some of the Level 2 codes were modified to better reflect the group of data 
that were captured within that Level 2 code.   
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After applying the Level 2 codes to the 485 pieces of data and making changes to 
the Level 2 codes and their definitions, the result was a set of 11 Level 2 codes.  
Furthermore, a total of 246 of 485 pieces of data received a Level 2 code, representing 
50.7% of the data.  Much of the data that had not received a Level 2 code were simply 
descriptive and had been covered within the Level 1 codes.  These often came from the 
surveys that asked questions like, ―What is the role of teaching assistants in providing 
literacy instruction in your classroom?‖ or ―How are you supporting literacy instruction 
at home?‖ 
The next step in the qualitative data analysis process was to determine if another 
analyst would reliably apply the Level 2 codes to the same data set.  In order to determine 
this, a stratified random sample of 50 pieces of the qualitative data was taken from the 
246 pieces of data to which the evaluator had assigned Level 2 codes.  This process 
consisted of sorting all of the data by Level 2 categories, assigning each piece of data a 
number of one through five, rolling a die to pick a random number (which was two) and 
then pulling all data that were assigned that number for the reliability check.  The pieces 
of data from any given Level 2 category ranged from three to eight.  Because about half 
of the qualitative data set had not been assigned Level 2 codes, it was important in the 
reliability check to include some data that had not been assigned a Level 2 code.  To 
select these data, the 250 pieces of data that were not assigned Level 2 codes were each 
given a number of 1–50.  The evaluator asked another person to randomly select a 
number between 1 and 50, and that person selected the number 29.  This resulted in 5 
additional pieces of data being identified for the reliability check, resulting in the 
inclusion of a total of 55 pieces of data.   
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The person who volunteered to perform the reliability check was a former 
intervention specialist in the ELS program, who currently serves as an autism consultant 
to the program.  She was not involved in any of the data collection efforts for the current 
program evaluation.  She was provided with the 55 pieces of data to be coded and a list of 
Level 2 codes with corresponding definitions.  The target level of reliability was 80% 
agreement and the first time that she applied the codes resulted in an agreement level of 
60%.  In order to increase the reliability with which the codes could be applied, the 
evaluator revised the definitions of several of the Level 2.  Additionally, examination of 
the data suggested that on a few occasions, the evaluator agreed that code that was given 
by the person doing the reliability check was more appropriate than the one that she had 
given and the Level 2 code was changed accordingly.  With these changes, the second 
attempt at applying the Level 2 codes resulted in a 78% agreement level.   
The qualitative data have been used to aid in answering the identified evaluation 
questions in several ways.  First, the qualitative data were identified by data source.  
Because the questions on the surveys and the questions posed during the focus groups 
were specifically designed to solicit answers to the evaluation questions, sorting the data 
by source and examining the responses to these questions as a whole was one way to use 
the data in answering the evaluation questions.  Next, the data were examined according 
to Level 1 descriptive codes.  Sorting the data by Level 1 descriptive codes allowed the 
evaluator to examine all of the qualitative data related to a specific topic.  For example, 
data that were assigned the Level 1 code ―MAT INST IMPV‖ all described how material 
resources (―MAT‖), and specifically instructional (―INST‖) material resources, needed to 
be improved (―IMPV‖) or served as barriers to the implementation of literacy instruction.  
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By sorting data according to Level 1 codes, the evaluator was able to see all comments 
that related to a specific topic, regardless of data source.  Finally, data were examined by 
Level 2 analysis codes.  The Level 2 codes were important themes that emerged from the 
data set and could be used to help in answering the identified evaluation questions at a 
more analytical level than when the data were sorted by data source or Level 1 codes.  
The results of the qualitative data analysis are reported in Chapter Four.    
Data Triangulation and Interpretation  
Three main sources of data were included in the current program evaluation: 
teacher and parent surveys, teacher and support staff focus groups, and student literacy 
data.  The data from each of these sources were analyzed using the techniques 
appropriate for the type of data as described above in the section titled ―Instruments.‖  
Once each of the data sources had been analyzed separately, the next step in the program 
evaluation process was to combine all of the information to answer the identified 
evaluation questions. 
 An important component of this analysis was the triangulation of the data.  
According to Worthen, Fitzpatrick, and Sanders (1997), ―Triangulation involves 
examining the consistency of results from different sources and methods for measuring 
the same construction‖ (p. 391).  One benefit of the triangulation process can be 
improved confidence and increased validity in study outcomes.  Also, drawing 
conclusions based on multiple sources of data reduces the influence of the biases and 
limitations of any one data source.  It is important that consistencies as well as 
inconsistencies be identified through the triangulation process and that the inconsistencies 
be further explored so differences may be explained (Worthen, Fitzpatrick, and Sanders, 
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1997).  When multiple data sources could be used to answer an identified evaluation 
question, the evaluator identified similarities and differences in how those data informed 
the answer to the evaluation question.  The triangulation of the data is described 
according to each evaluation question in Chapter Four.   
 It is important to note that the results of the evaluation that are reported in Chapter 
Four are the interpretations of the data by the current program evaluator.  However, when 
completing a program evaluation it is considered ―unsound‖ practice to summarize 
results and interpret findings in isolation.  Stakeholder involvement in this process is 
considered imperative (Worthen, Fitzpatrick, and Sanders, 1997).  Bringing stakeholders 
together to discuss their interpretations of the data collected through the evaluation 
process is sometimes referred to as ―stakeholder meetings.‖  These meetings are intended 
to be comprehensive in their scope and are used not only to help interpret the data, but to 
determine the implications of those interpretations as well.  While it was not possible to 
hold stakeholder meetings prior to the interpretation of the results and the development of 
the recommendations that are presented in the current evaluation study, the evaluator 
does intend to hold ―stakeholder meetings‖ to aid in further evaluating the data and to 
determine the implications of the results for the initiative, as well as to gain stakeholder 
perspectives regarding the next steps for the initiative.   
Reliability and Validity  
 The Joint Committee on Standards for Evaluation (1994) adopted standards 
related to the evaluation of educational programs.  Two of these standards relate to the 
validity and reliability of the information produced by program evaluations.  More 
specifically, the standards state with regard to validity, ―The information-gathering 
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procedures should be chosen or developed and then implemented so that they will assure 
that the interpretation arrived at is valid for the intended use‖ (Standard A5).  With regard 
to reliability, the standards state, ―The information-gathering procedures should be 
chosen or developed and then implemented so that they will assure that the information 
obtained is sufficiently reliable for the intended use‖ (Standard A6).  This section outlines 
how the concepts of reliability and validity have been addressed in the current program 
evaluation study.   
 Validity.  There are two types of validity that are pertinent to the current 
evaluation study: internal validity and external validity.  Internal validity is defined as the 
―question of how research findings match reality‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 201).  In other 
words, are the study’s conclusions about the case a true picture of the case that was 
studied?  External validity is different from internal validity in that it is concerned with 
whether research findings can be generalized to other cases. 
 The program evaluation design used in the current study, and the qualitative 
nature of a large portion of the measures that were used, can be considered strengths 
when it comes to increasing the internal validity of the study.  More specifically, because 
the evaluator of the study was in direct contact with the ―reality‖ that was being 
measured, qualitative research can be considered to be at an advantage when interpreting 
that reality (Merriam, 1998).  Other considerations with regard to internal validity include 
(a) how instruments were developed, (b) how decisions were made throughout the 
evaluation process, and (c) the extent to which alternative explanations for the results 
have been explored.   
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 Two instruments were developed to help in answering the evaluation questions in 
the current study: the teacher and parent surveys and the focus group interview guides.  
One consideration in the development and use of these instruments was construct 
validity.  Construct validity is defined as the degree to which the instrument measures the 
theoretical construct it is intended to measure.  Because the instruments were intended to 
measure the implementation and outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative, and because 
both the surveys and focus group interview guides were developed using the logic model 
of the ELS Literacy Initiative, which defines the inputs, activities, and outcomes of the 
initiative, there can be some confidence that the instruments reflect the construct that they 
were intended to measure.  The other consideration in the development of these 
instruments is content validity, or the extent to which an instrument reflects the specific 
domain of the content.  The other source of information that was used to develop the 
surveys and focus group interview guides was the evaluation questions of the study.  The 
evaluation questions for the current program evaluation study were developed through a 
series of interviews with stakeholders in the literacy initiative.  The instruments were then 
designed specifically to answer these evaluation questions.  This process increased 
confidence that the surveys and focus group interview guides had strong content validity. 
 It was important for the decision-making process that the evaluator made every 
step of the evaluation process transparent and overt.  Gall, Gall, and Borg (2006) 
identified this ―chain of evidence‖ as another strategy for enhancing the internal validity 
of a study.  The ―chain of evidence,‖ sometimes known as an audit trail, refers to the 
process of explicitly, and with great detail, identifying the process used and the decisions 
made in the collection and analysis of the data so that an external reviewer could follow 
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the path and have a clear understanding of how the researcher came to the conclusions 
that he or she did.  The evaluator of the current program evaluation maintained a detailed 
audit trail that contained the date, the audit trail entry, a short description of the audit trail 
entry, and the evidence that supported the entry.  This program evaluation audit trail 
enhanced the internal validity of the current study.      
 Another way to improve the internal validity of an evaluation study is to ensure 
that any alternative explanations for the results of the study have been explored.  This can 
be done through several means, including triangulating data, addressing researcher bias, 
and implementing member checks.  Triangulation refers to comparing the results of 
several sources of data to inform a study’s findings.  This process supports a more 
holistic understanding of what is being studied and supports conclusions that better 
reflect ―reality.‖  For the current evaluation study, information from as many data sources 
as possible (i.e., quantitative items on surveys, open-ended items on surveys, focus group 
data, Level 1 codes, Level 2 codes, and student literacy development data) have been 
used to answer the identified evaluation questions.  When differences existed in the 
conclusions from the various data sources, those differences were identified and 
explored.   
It is also important to explicitly address researcher bias to ensure that the results 
of the study reflect reality.  For the current evaluation study, researcher bias was 
addressed by having a second observer attend the focus groups to record notes on group 
dynamics and the behavior of the facilitator, by explicitly identifying the biases held by 
the evaluator (identified in Chapter Five), and by the evaluator reflecting on and making 
note of how her views and behavior may have impacted how data were collected and 
 157 
interpreted.  For the qualitative data, these notes were recorded in the ―reflective 
remarks‖ column, and other notes were made in the evaluator’s personal running notes 
that she recorded throughout the evaluation process.  
 The final way that the current evaluation study addressed internal validity was 
through member checks, or taking the data and the conclusions that were drawn back to 
the stakeholders of the evaluation to obtain their input.  Unfortunately, conducting 
member checks was not possible before the data were analyzed and tentative conclusions 
were drawn, as outlined in Chapters Three and Four.  However, it has been planned that 
this part of the evaluation process will occur when the evaluator returns to the program 
after her leave. 
External validity is different from internal validity in that it is concerned with 
whether research findings can be generalized to other cases.  The conceptualization of 
external validity relative to program evaluation studies is very different when compared 
to external validity as it relates to quantitative studies.  In fact, many qualitative 
researchers reject the notion of external validity as applicable to evaluation research.  
Because the primary purpose of the current program evaluation study is to determine the 
next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative, it is important to note that 
the data and results generalize to all of the classrooms within the ELS program.  In 
addition, because of the high return rates on the surveys and the high participation rates in 
the focus groups, the evaluator was confident that the data that had been collected could 
be generalized to the primary and intermediate classrooms in the ELS program as a 
whole. 
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Reliability.  The traditional notion of reliability involves the degree to which 
research findings can be replicated.  This traditional notion of reliability applies to the 
current evaluation study in two ways.  The first is with regard to inter-rater reliability and 
the application of the Level 2 codes.  In order to reduce researcher bias and increase the 
strength of the conclusions that were drawn from the qualitative data, a second rater was 
asked to apply the Level 2 analysis codes to a stratified random sample of qualitative 
data.  This process ultimately resulted in an agreement level of 78% between the 
evaluator and a second reviewer.  The other way in which reliability applies relates to a 
teacher’s rating of a student’s literacy development on the ELS Literacy Tracking Form.  
Teachers were directed to use the descriptions of each skill developmental level 
contained in the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence along with other data, such as the 
literacy benchmark data and permanent products, to make their judgments of student 
literacy development; however, it cannot be determined how consistently this was done.  
Since it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding the reliability of the data on the literacy 
tracking form, conclusions were interpreted cautiously and, like all other data sources in 
the current evaluation, the findings were interpreted in the context of other data sources. 
In qualitative inquiry, it is not so important that the results of a study have the 
ability to be replicated, as that the conclusions drawn are appropriate, based upon the data 
that were collected.  In other words, the conclusions must be consistent with the data.   
This notion of reliability can be enhanced by focus groups through triangulating the data 
and leaving an audit trail (Merriam, 1998).  The triangulation of data refers to the use of 
multiple methods to collect and analyze data, and it was previously discussed as a means 
of enhancing internal validity.  An audit trail is the detailed documentation of the 
 159 
activities of the research, including how data were collected, how categories were 
identified, and how decisions were made.   
Limitations 
Several limitations are inherent in the present program evaluation study.  The 
areas in which these limitations may be grouped are: (a) contextual limitations, (b) design 
limitations, and (c) impact limitations.   
Contextual Limitations   
Contextual limitations refer to those limitations that are related to the conditions 
surrounding the initiation and completion of the evaluation study.  For example, program 
evaluations are typically initiated by a client who seeks the support of an evaluator to 
help answer questions about a specific program or initiative.  In the case of the current 
evaluation study, it was not the client (the ELS program administrator) who initiated the 
evaluation study, but rather, the evaluator.  The evaluator had significant involvement 
with the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative and was genuinely interested in 
helping the client to determine the appropriate next steps in the program.  
Another potential contextual limitation to the current study was the fact that the 
evaluator was a staff member of the program that was being evaluated and therefore was 
an ―internal evaluator.‖  According to Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997), there are 
advantages to both internal and external evaluators.  External evaluators are more likely 
to be impartial and provide a fresh, outside perspective.  External evaluators also may 
have more credibility with outside audiences and potentially more expertise in evaluation.  
Finally, because external evaluators are not a part of the program they are evaluating, 
they can be more straightforward and honest when necessary.  There are also benefits to 
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evaluators being internal to the program being studied.  Internal evaluators have more 
knowledge of the history of the program as well as more familiarity with the stakeholders 
and their interests, concerns, and potential hidden agendas.  Because of this familiarity, 
the start-up time for the evaluation may be shorter than it is when an evaluator is external 
to a program.  Finally, the internal evaluator can help to support the program in using the 
results of the evaluation to drive practice, helping to implement the recommended 
changes.  According to Gall, Gall, & Borg (2006), ―most types of evaluation can be done 
by an internal evaluator, especially when the evaluation findings will be used to guide 
program management and decision making‖ (p. 688).  Thus, the fact that the evaluator 
was internal to the program was not considered a significant limitation. 
Design Limitations   
One of the limitations that needed to be addressed throughout the data collection 
and analysis process was that of researcher bias.  Because the evaluator was a part of the 
program being evaluated and was actively involved in leadership of the implementation 
of the ELS Literacy Initiative, the potential for personal bias to influence the data 
collection and analysis process was strong.  The first step in addressing this limitation 
was to overtly acknowledge that the limitation existed and to make active attempts to 
recognize when personal bias may have influenced the process.  It was important for the 
evaluator to overtly identify her beliefs and theoretical assumptions as well as to note 
how her views might have biased the results of the study.   
Other strategies that were used to address potential personal bias included actively 
testing alternative hypotheses for study findings, triangulating the data, reporting the 
results of the study in great detail, and providing a ―chain of evidence‖ from raw data 
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collection to the conclusions that were drawn from those data.  These strategies for 
reducing the potential for personal bias also increased the validity of the evaluation 
findings.   
Another design limitation was the inability to obtain a direct assessment of 
student literacy skills over time to inform the evaluation of whether the ELS Literacy 
Initiative had an impact on student literacy outcomes.  The only direct assessment of ELS 
students’ literacy skills involved the collection of benchmarking data.  However, as 
described in the section above titled ―Literacy Benchmarking Data,‖ insufficient numbers 
of students were assessed in any given literacy benchmarking tool with the same 
administration format to draw conclusions regarding student progress as a group over 
time.  The other measure of student literacy development, the ELS student literacy 
tracking form, is not a direct measure of student skill and instead serves as an indication 
of teachers’ perceptions of students’ literacy development.  Because the evaluator was 
not able to use data that directly assessed students’ literacy skills, only tentative 
conclusions regarding student literacy development could be drawn. 
Impact Limitations   
The primary purpose of this program evaluation study was to support the 
administrator and stakeholders of the ELS program in identifying the appropriate next 
steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Therefore, the ability to 
generalize the results of this study to other programs was limited.  However, the methods 
employed and the results of the data analyses were presented in great detail so that 
readers might be able to consider potential implications for their own situations.  While 
the results of this study may not have a significant impact on practice in other programs, 
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the evaluation will have a significant impact on practice within the ELS program.  
Because the evaluator is internal to the program, she can support the interpretation and 
use of the data, as well as outcomes of the evaluation.  Unfortunately, one limitation to 
the evaluation study was that the evaluator was not able to meet with stakeholders of the 
initiative to review the results of the study and to discuss the implications for the 
program.  Therefore, the results and discussion contained in this report represent the 
interpretations and opinions of the evaluator.  The evaluator does intend to meet with a 
stakeholder group to discuss the results and implications as soon as possible.  
Dissemination of Information 
How the results of a program evaluation will be shared with the client and with 
stakeholders of the evaluation is an important consideration.  This is even more important 
for the current program evaluation, given that the primary goal for the evaluation study 
was to identify the appropriate next steps for the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative.  The sharing of the results of the evaluation will take several forms.  The 
program administrator will receive a written summary of the methods used for collecting 
the data and a summary of the outcomes.  The outcomes of the evaluation will be shared 
with additional program stakeholders, most of whom will have been involved with the 
evaluation from the beginning, through presentation format and a brief summary 
document.  Other members of the ELS program outside of this stakeholder group will 
receive the information in a more abbreviated format.  It is ultimately the responsibility 
of the client (the ELS Program Administrator) to determine if and how the evaluation 
results will be shared.  The evaluator will work closely with the client to determine 
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appropriate evaluation audiences and potential strategies for dissemination of the 
information. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS 
 There were three broad goals of current program evaluation study:  (1) to examine 
how the ELS Literacy Initiative was being implemented, (2) to determine to what extent 
the anticipated short-term and intermediate outcomes of the initiative were realized, and 
(3) to determine the next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  
Fourteen evaluation questions had been identified for the current study, and these 
questions had been designed to meet the three goals of the program evaluation.  The first 
13 of the evaluation questions related specifically to the implementation and outcomes of 
the ELS Literacy Initiative and are answered in this chapter, which has been organized by 
evaluation question.  The final evaluation question, ―What are the next steps in the ELS 
Literacy Initiative?‖ is answered in Chapter Five: Discussion. 
The evaluation questions were developed through a process that involved 
stakeholders in the ELS program.  Several sources of data were used to answer the 
evaluation questions, including surveys given to teachers and parents; focus groups with 
primary teachers, intermediate teachers, and support staff; and student literacy 
development tracking data.  The results of those data collection efforts are described 
below when they can help to answer an identified evaluation question.  When possible, 
the results of several data sources are triangulated to answer the evaluation question.  
Similarities and differences in the findings are discussed.     
 165 
Implementation Evaluation Questions 
Three evaluation questions are related to the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative.  The first question seeks to gain an understanding of what literacy instruction 
currently looks like in the ELS program, and the information contained within this 
evaluation question is designed to provide a rich description of current literacy instruction 
based on data that were collected as part of the program evaluation.  The other two 
implementation related evaluation questions ask what factors appear to facilitate the 
implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative (Question 2), and conversely, what factors 
serve to facilitate the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative (Question 3).  The 
results of these two evaluation questions have been combined so as to reduce overlap and 
redundancy in reporting.   
Question 1: How Are the Components of the ELS Literacy Initiative Currently Being 
Implemented? 
The ELS Literacy Initiative began during the 2005–2006 school year and was 
designed to improve literacy instruction in ELS classrooms.  Significant material, people, 
and financial resources have been directed toward the initiative.  More specifically, a core 
curriculum meant to address reading and language was purchased for every primary and 
intermediate classroom.  The ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence was developed to address 
the unique needs of students in the ELS program.  The Scope and Sequence also included 
assessment and instructional strategies.  Other supplementary instructional materials have 
also been ordered for the program.  In terms of human resources, professional 
development in the area of literacy has been made available to staff, and several 
consultants in the program are responsible for supporting teachers in implementation 
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through coaching and consultation.  With all of these supports, it is expected that teachers 
are providing comprehensive literacy instruction that is aligned with best practices.  It is 
expected that teachers have written literacy plans and use data to develop those 
instructional plans and determine when changes need to be made.   
What does literacy instruction currently look like, then, in the ELS program? How 
is instruction being delivered? What is the content of literacy instruction?  Who is 
providing instruction?  What resources are being used to provide literacy instruction?  
What are the roles of staff members in supporting literacy instruction?  What data are 
being collected to support literacy instruction?  How are teachers making instructional 
decisions?  The purpose of the current evaluation question is to paint a rich, thick 
description of current literacy instruction in the ELS program.  The following description 
of literacy instruction in the ELS program was developed using several different data 
sources including teacher surveys, which contained a mix of rating-scale and open-ended 
questions as well as focus group interviews with primary teachers, intermediate teachers, 
and ELS support staff.   
Clearly differences exist between ELS classrooms with regard to the 
implementation of literacy instruction.  Some of these differences may be attributed to 
factors such as the student make-up in the classroom or the experience level of the 
teacher.  The following description of literacy instruction in the ELS program is based on 
the combined data that were collected from teachers, support staff, and parents.  
How is Instruction Being Delivered?   
Descriptions given by ELS teachers and support staff provide some information 
about what instruction looks like, or how it is being delivered, in ELS classrooms.  
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Teachers report providing instruction in groups and in one-on-one settings.  Teachers 
report that they have a designated time for literacy instruction and also provide integrated 
literacy instruction throughout the school day.  Some ELS staff described a strong 
connection between literacy instruction and language instruction in the ELS program and 
literacy instruction that is likely to be integrated into the school day rather than occurring 
in isolation.   
Group instruction varies from classroom to classroom, but in general, teachers 
described group lessons in which all of the students read or look at the same book, and in 
which the focus of literacy instruction is on concepts of print, vocabulary, and 
comprehension.  Because of the varying needs of the students, teachers describe 
differentiating the group lessons through the use of visuals (e.g., one student may be 
reading a book that has only words and another student may be reading the same book 
but with visual supports that go along with the words) and the use of technology (e.g., use 
of augmentative and alternative communication [AAC] devices, use of switches that 
allow students who are nonverbal to share a pre-recorded response or make a choice, 
etc.).  One teacher reported focusing her group lessons on life skills.  Other teachers 
reported having literacy units that centered on a particular book or theme.  One teacher 
described also having other carry-over activities centered around that same book or 
theme, such as a bingo game that reinforces the vocabulary in the lesson or a worksheet 
that the student brings home to complete with his or her parents.  
During one-on-one instructional time, students are typically taught discrete skills 
using direct instruction.  Sometimes teachers use published programs as a curricular 
resource for one–on-one instruction (e.g., Reading Mastery), and at other times they rely 
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on teacher-created materials.  Oftentimes the teacher works with the student on his or her 
literacy related IEP goals during one–on-one instructional time.   
The survey asked teachers whether they had designated times for literacy 
instruction in their schedules for none, some, half, many, or all of their students (see 
Table 2).  Twelve out of 13 of the respondents specified that they schedule designated 
times for literacy instruction every day for ―all‖ of their students, and the remaining 
teacher indicated that she does this for ―many‖ of her students.  These data suggest that 
teachers are scheduling time to provide direct instruction in the area of literacy. 
Table 2
f % f % f %
None of my Students 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Few 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
All of my Students 6 85.7 6 100.0 12 92.3
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom There is a 
Designated Time in the Schedule for Literacy Instruction Every 
Day 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
In addition to having a designated time for literacy instruction, it also appears that 
teachers are providing literacy instruction throughout the school day.  Teachers 
responding to the survey were asked whether literacy instruction (formal and informal) 
was provided throughout the school day for none, few, half, many, or all of their students.  
The majority of teachers reported providing instruction throughout the school day for 
―all‖ of their students (84.6%), with the other 15.4% reporting that instruction occurred 
throughout the day for ―many‖ of their students (see Table 3).  Primary and intermediate 
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teachers responded similarly to this question.  One teacher described the success a student 
experienced when the literacy instruction was emphasized throughout the student’s 
school day and throughout her environment: 
So what we ended up doing was just putting. . . . She had a sight word goal 
anyway . . . just putting the sight words around in her environment so she would 
associate the objects in the environment and she actually just last week read 
twenty words to me. 
Table 3
f % f % f %
None of my Students 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Few 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 1 14.3 1 16.7 2 15.4
All of my Students 6 85.7 5 83.3 11 84.6
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom Literacy 
Instruction is Provided Throughout the School Day 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 Two themes emerged through the qualitative data analysis process that help to 
describe what literacy instruction looks like in the ELS program and how that instruction 
is being delivered.  The first is the connection between language and literacy.  This 
connection refers to the strong relationship between the language skills of students with 
moderate to severe disabilities and their literacy instruction.  For students who are 
nonverbal, or who are at the beginner or novice levels of literacy development, examples 
of instruction that may be considered both language and literacy include practicing 
expressive or receptive language skills, learning to follow a picture schedule, and 
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identifying picture symbols on their communication devices or in their environment.  
Teachers described working closely with speech and language pathologists to provide 
literacy instruction because of its strong connection to language.   
The other theme that emerged was the importance of providing comprehensive 
and integrated literacy instruction.  Teachers, parents, and support staff frequently 
identified the importance of providing literacy instruction that did not occur in isolation 
but rather was integrated into the student’s school day.  They also placed emphasis on 
instruction that did not drill students on individual skills, but rather provided instruction, 
or at least exposure, in many skill areas, despite the student’s ability.  Translated into 
classroom practice, comprehensive and integrated instruction would mean that students 
would be exposed to a variety of different skills in a variety of means in a way that is 
embedded into what they are already learning, in contrast to instruction that simply 
focuses on the direct instruction of isolated skills in a one-on-one setting.   
What is the Content of Literacy Instruction?   
The content of literacy instruction in ELS classrooms varies, depending primarily 
on the student and setting.  More specifically, during group instruction, teachers 
described focusing on skills such as concepts of print, phonological awareness, 
vocabulary, comprehension, and general exposure to literacy.  In contrast, teachers 
described one-on-one instruction as focusing on letter identification, phonics, sight 
words, and comprehension. Considering both of these practices, teachers appear to be 
providing comprehensive literacy instruction, or literacy instruction that covers multiple 
skill areas, for most students.    
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Not all students in the ELS program appear to be receiving instruction in all sub-
skills of literacy.  In fact, teachers reported providing instruction in an average of 5.2 
areas of literacy per student out of the possible 8 (see Table 4).  Primary teachers reported 
somewhat more comprehensive programming, providing instruction in an average of 5.7 
areas out of 8, and intermediate teachers reported providing instruction in slightly fewer 
areas (with an average of 4.6 out of 8 per student), representing less comprehensive 
programming.  To gain information about which skill areas students were receiving 
instruction in, teachers were asked on the survey to identify whether each of the 8 skill 
levels is part of the regular, systematic literary instruction for each student in their 
classrooms (see Table 5).  Notable differences could be seen in how primary and 
intermediate level teachers spent their instructional time.  Primary students were most 
likely to be instructed in the areas of ―book awareness‖ (89.8%) and ―letter 
identification‖ (89.8%).  They were least likely to be instructed in ―phonics‖ (61.2%) and 
―fluency‖ (57.1%).  For intermediate students, four skill categories (phonics, sight words, 
comprehension, and vocabulary) were similar in their frequency of instruction (ranging 
from 68.3% to 73.2%), representing the skills that are most likely to be taught at the 
intermediate level.  Intermediate students were least likely to be instructed in ―fluency‖ 
(29.3%) and ―letter identification‖ (36.6%).  These findings are in line with what would 
be expected for the skill level of students in primary and intermediate classrooms. 
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Table 4
M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
5.7 1 8 4.6 1 8 5.2 1 8
All 
Mean Number of Literacy Skill Areas in Which 
Students Are Instructed Out of a Possible 8
Primary Intermediate
 
Table 5
f % f % f %
Book Awareness 44 89.8 24 58.5 68 75.6
Sight Words 33 67.3 30 73.2 63 70.0
Comprehension 32 65.3 29 70.7 61 67.8
Vocabulary 32 65.3 28 68.3 60 66.7
Letter Identification 44 89.8 15 36.6 59 65.6
Phonics 30 61.2 28 68.3 58 64.4
Phonological Awareness 35 71.4 23 56.1 58 64.4
Fluency 28 57.1 12 29.3 40 44.4
Total 49  41  90  
Percent of Students Instructed in Each Identified Area of Literacy 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 One theme that emerged through the qualitative data analysis that relates to the 
content of literacy instruction in the ELS program is that of instructional 
individualization.  Teachers reported individualizing student instruction in a variety of 
different ways, including making adaptations and modifications to instructional 
programs, finding instructional strategies that interest and engage a child, and making 
instruction personal by connecting the content to real-life events.  Teachers also reported 
making the instruction more meaningful through practices such as selecting words that 
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are relevant in a student’s life for sight word lists, or creating books about the community 
that incorporate places where that particular student goes on a regular basis.   
Literacy instruction in ELS classrooms includes instruction in a variety of literacy 
skill areas, but the actual content varies depending on the setting (i.e., group instruction 
vs. one–on-one instruction) and on the level of the student (i.e., primary vs. intermediate).  
However, the majority of students appear to be receiving instruction in a range of literacy 
skills, suggesting that the instruction is comprehensive.  Furthermore, teachers report that 
they provide individualized literacy instruction for each student depending on the 
student’s unique learning needs.   
Who is Providing Instruction?   
As expected, teachers in the ELS program report that they are providing literacy 
instruction to their students, but they also report that they depend a lot on the assistants in 
their classrooms to also deliver literacy instruction.  Teaching assistants are most likely to 
deliver instruction on a one-on-one basis.  They often are responsible for implementing 
the Direct Instruction programs or providing instruction in other discrete skills.  Teachers 
report that they are responsible for providing direction and oversight of the assistants who 
are delivering some of the instruction.  One teacher described how she coordinates the 
instruction that her teaching assistants deliver: 
I sort of just made a list for all my TAs of like what literacy materials in the 
classroom each kid should be using.  So I did document specifically that so-and-
so was doing this level or was in Red Book 3 or whatever.  But, just so that they 
know that those are materials that are appropriate for them to use.  And then we 
work through them and I just check in on what they are doing. 
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Another teacher described how she coordinates the instruction that the assistants in her 
classroom deliver: 
I generate materials and like I kind of assess where they are and then I present 
them to the TAs and kind of let them move through them.  I give them a lot of 
things.  I . . . I don’t write down like a daily lesson plan for everything that all my 
kids are doing for their activities. 
Other people who might provide literacy instruction include the speech and 
language pathologists and the intervention specialists.  The speech and language 
pathologist and intervention specialists often support instruction through integrating and 
reinforcing literacy concepts and instruction into the social skills, life skills, and language 
groups that they run.  One teacher reported that the speech and language pathologist in 
her classroom helps to deliver the Language for Learning program.  
What Resources are Being Used to Provide Literacy Instruction?   
A number of instructional resources are available to teachers in the ELS program, 
such as teacher-created materials, comprehensive published instructional programs, 
technologies that support instruction, and web-based resources.  On the survey, teachers 
were asked to rate the helpfulness of a variety of instructional and other resources (see 
Table 6).  They were also asked to identify the number of students for whom they used 
various instructional resources (see Table 7).   
 175 
Table 6
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other materials 4.2 3 5 5.0 5 5 4.3 3 5
teacher created materials 4.4 4 5 3.8 3 5 4.2 3 5
published curriculum materials 4.0 2 5 4.2 3 5 4.1 2 5
literacy websites 4.0 3 5 3.5 3 5 3.8 3 5
computer software programs 3.9 2 5 3.5 3 5 3.7 2 5
literacy assessment materials 3.6 2 5 2.8 1 4 3.3 1 5
literacy binders (scope and sequence) 3.3 2 5 2.7 1 4 3.0 1 5
forms to help plan instruction 3.3 2 5 2.5 2 4 3.0 2 5
Average  3.8 3.5 3.7
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of Material Resources in Implementing Literacy Instruction 
Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
Table 7
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
Teacher created materials 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5
Literacy websites for students 3.9 2 5 3.6 2 5 3.8 2 5
Literacy websites for teachers 4.2 2 5 3.0 1 5 3.6 1 5
Reading A to Z materials 3.1 1 5 3.2 2 5 3.2 1 5
ELS Scope and Sequence Binders 3.1 1 5 1.8 1 4 2.5 1 5
Reading Mastery 2.1 1 4 2.7 2 4 2.4 1 4
Language for Learning 2.4 1 4 2.3 1 4 2.4 1 4
Wilson (adapted) 1.3 1 2 1.8 1 3 1.5 1 3
Meville to Weville 1.7 1 5 1.0 1 1 1.4 1 5
Average 3.0 2.7 2.9
Mean Teacher Ratings of Number of Students for Whom They Use Specific Instructional Resources 
Where 1 = None of My Students and 5 = All of My Students 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
As represented in Table 6, teachers reported that they find teacher-created 
materials the most helpful (M = 4.2) and are using teacher-created materials with all of 
their students (see Table 7).  Primary teachers rated teacher-created materials as being 
more helpful (M = 4.4) than intermediate teachers (M = 3.8).  During focus group 
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interviews, teachers commented that they depend on teacher-created materials for their 
group literacy instruction, during which they use literacy units, adapted books, and other 
supporting materials that they have developed.  Using teacher-created materials allows 
them to individualize the instruction to meet the needs of the various members of the 
group.  They also report depending heavily on teacher-created materials for use with 
students who are nonverbal or who are otherwise at the beginner or novice stages of 
literacy development.   
 Teachers also rated published curriculum materials as helpful when providing 
literacy instruction (M = 4.1), but they reported using the published curriculum materials 
with only ―few‖ of their students (see Tables 6 and 7, respectively).  Two published 
curriculum programs (Reading Mastery and Language for Learning) have been identified 
as the core instructional programs for ELS classrooms and were made available to all 
teachers as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Other published programs that teachers 
report using in their classrooms include Reading Milestones (a sight word based 
program), Meville to Weville (a program that emphasizes concepts of print as well as 
vocabulary/comprehension and comes with materials that have already been adapted), 
and Wilson (a program that has been modified by ELS staff from its original version so it 
can be used with students in the ELS program).  Of the published curriculum mentioned 
(excluding Reading Milestones), teachers reported using Reading Mastery the most (M = 
2.5, equivalent to ―few‖ of their students) and Meville to Weville the least (M = 1.4, 
equivalent to ―none‖ of their students).  Meville to Weville is more appropriate for 
students at the primary level, and primary teachers reported using the program more than 
teachers at the intermediate level.  One teacher commented that while she uses the 
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published curriculum materials, she recognizes that they are only one piece of a complete 
instructional program in the area of literacy. ―I think that Reading Mastery is like one 
component of it all,‖ she stated.  ―It’s a nice way to start when it comes to teaching 
phonics skills, you know, but it’s not literacy.  It’s just one component of it.‖ 
 After teacher-created materials and published curriculum, the next resource that 
teachers reported finding the most helpful was literacy websites, with teachers giving 
these websites a mean helpfulness rating of 3.8.  When asked the number of students for 
whom they use literacy websites to support instruction, teachers reported using literacy 
websites created for students for ―about half‖ of their students (M = 3.8) and literacy 
websites for teachers for ―about half‖ of their students (M = 3.6).  Primary level teachers 
reported using both of these resources slightly more than intermediate level teachers.  The 
websites for students that teachers mentioned using on the survey and during the focus 
group interviews included Starfall, Reading A to Z, and Tumblebooks.  During the focus 
group interviews, teachers and support staff reported that teachers were likely to use 
websites for students as independent or practice work.  In other words, these websites are 
not used to provide instruction, but rather to reinforce existing skills, to provide students 
with alternative literacy experiences, and to allow students to work independently.  
Websites for teachers that were mentioned included Enchanted Learning and Reading A 
to Z.  Teachers were asked specifically about the Reading A to Z website on the survey, 
and they reported that they use this resource to support the literacy instruction of ―about 
half‖ (M = 3.2) of their students.  Teachers reported using these websites to access 
materials that can support instruction, such as printed worksheets or leveled readers.  
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 The resource that teachers gave the next highest rating of helpfulness was 
computer software programs (M = 3.7).  Similar to how they used websites created for 
student use, teachers reported using computer software programs primarily to reinforce 
existing skills or to allow students time to work independently on the computer.  For 
example, several software programs are essentially books on the computer, and the 
programs can be adapted for switch users so they can participate through turning the page 
by hitting the switch.  These programs tend to reinforce skills such as concepts of print 
and reading comprehension, and they provide general exposure to literacy experiences.  
Other computer software programs that teachers and support staff report using include 
Edmark (a functional sight word program), Bailey’s Bookhouse (which provides practice 
in a wide range of literacy skills), and Intellikeys (a program with an adapted keyboard 
that teachers report using for writing activities).   
 Teachers also reported accessing general education resources, such as websites 
for teachers and instructional materials that are used by the general education teachers in 
their particular schools.  For example, one teacher reported using the phonological 
awareness program that is part of the general education curriculum in her building, and 
another teacher reported accessing the Guided Reading library in her school for leveled 
readers used during group instruction.  As described by the teacher,  
And I do adapt a lot of the Guided Reading books, because I think the kids like 
them; it’s not as bland and you really can, you know; there’s already established 
comprehension questions and worksheets for a lot of ours.  Our library has a 
whole leveled reader wall, and so I use that a lot, because I can make flashcards or 
do . . . it’s a lot easier.   
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Other programs and resources are also used in ELS classrooms.  When teachers are 
looking for new or additional resources, they will often contact the literacy coach, who 
will help them to identify appropriate resources and will either give them a copy of the 
resource from the ELS literacy loan library or will order the resource for them.   
What are the Roles of Staff Members in Supporting Literacy Instruction?   
A number of staff members are responsible for supporting ELS classrooms, 
including the teacher, teaching assistants, speech and language pathologist, intervention 
specialist, program supervisor, and various consultants (e.g., literacy consultant, 
technology consultant).  Parents are also considered part of the classroom team.  The 
following is a description of the role of each of these team members in supporting 
literacy instruction in the classroom as described by teachers, support staff, and parents 
on surveys and during focus group interviews.  
 The teacher is the person who has the primary role of planning and providing 
literacy instruction in the classroom.  The teacher has the responsibility of developing the 
instructional plans, scheduling the instruction, obtaining or making instructional 
materials, and carrying through with the instruction.  Because teachers are not able to 
provide all of the instruction themselves, they are responsible for communicating the 
instructional plans with the teaching assistants and training them on the implementation 
of those plans.  While not always the primary individuals responsible for coordinating 
data collection, teachers are responsible for at least supporting data collection, including 
collecting regular progress monitoring data and initiating instructional problem solving 
when students are not making adequate progress.  Teachers also take the lead in updating 
IEP goals and annually developing new goals.   
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 Teaching assistants play a large part in delivering literacy instruction in ELS 
classrooms.  Four to six teaching assistants may be assigned to a classroom with eight 
students.  Because the classroom teacher cannot be with all of the students all of the time, 
the teaching assistants often assume responsibility for delivering the literacy instruction.  
They are most often responsible for instructing in discrete skills in a one-on-one setting, 
which frequently involves the delivery of the Direct Instruction programs.  Teaching 
assistants are responsible for attending workshops on how to correctly deliver programs 
that are being used with students in their classrooms.  Assistants are also frequently 
responsible for providing instruction on identified IEP goal as well as for collecting the 
data on student progress toward these goals.  Sometimes assistants support teachers in 
making materials and programming students’ AAC devices.  
 The speech and language pathologist is typically assigned to an ELS classroom 
two and a half days a week, and because of the strong connection between language and 
literacy, he or she often plays a large role in supporting literacy instruction.  One of the 
themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis process was that of a strong 
language and literacy connection for students in the ELS program.  One speech and 
language pathologist described such a connection, saying, 
A lot of the materials that are used [by the SLP] just involve literacy since they 
have a visual support; they are reading.  So whatever they are doing with support 
in a structured activity is involving literacy, whether it’s just words, pictures, or 
following a schedule. 
For ELS students, literacy is defined broadly and can be considered to include all 
communication—expressive and receptive.  The speech and language pathologist spends 
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the majority of his or her time in the classroom improving student communication and 
increasing students’ vocabulary and comprehension.  Therefore, just about everything the 
speech and language pathologist does supports literacy development.  More specifically, 
teachers and speech and language pathologists report that they support literacy instruction 
through providing support with lesson planning, helping teachers make and modify 
materials for instruction, developing and leading group lessons, modifying materials for 
inclusion, programming student AAC devices to support instruction, identifying 
technology supports, adapting books, and identifying IEP goals.  The speech and 
language pathologists also provide direct instruction in literacy skills, such as running 
literacy groups or delivering the Language for Learning program. 
 The intervention specialists in the ELS program are school psychologists, and 
they are assigned to a classroom one day a week.  The role of the intervention specialist 
in the classroom can vary, but the following is a rich description of how one intervention 
specialist described her role in the classroom with regard to supporting literacy 
instruction: 
I support literacy with a lot of assessment of students, especially if they are new 
students or it’s the beginning of the school year, to identify instructional targets 
for the students, and once we identify some of their literacy needs, I help teachers 
to pair that with instructional methods and materials.  If there’s no ready-to-go 
materials or strategies for students, I’ll sit down with a teacher and come up with 
a strategy.  And write a script out that they can use, some kind of a visual or 
something that they can use, with the student. And I help teachers to understand 
when the student’s not on track, and when we need to change something about 
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their literacy instruction through progress monitoring that we do with the students.  
I check in on all the kids’ progress in reading three times a year, at least, on one 
area of measure. 
This particular intervention specialist has a lot of interest and experience in the area of 
literacy and is clearly very involved with literacy instruction in her classrooms.  
However, this is not the case with all intervention specialists, and their level of 
involvement can vary greatly.  One teacher reported that she would like the intervention 
specialist who supports her classroom to be more involved in planning and delivering 
literacy instruction, but that her intervention specialist does not have the background 
knowledge and skills to be able to do so.  All intervention specialists are responsible for 
supporting the data collection in the classroom, and with regard to literacy, they are 
responsible for collecting benchmark data on all students three times a year and 
supporting IEP goal progress monitoring.  Some intervention specialists also support the 
delivery of the Direct Instruction programs in their classrooms.  
 Several consultants are available to support teachers in the ELS program, 
including a literacy consultant, technology consultant, and general classroom consultant.  
On the surveys and during focus group interviews, teachers and support staff described 
the roles of the literacy and technology consultants.  The role of the literacy consultant is 
primarily to support teachers in identifying and obtaining appropriate instructional 
resources for their students as well as to support the training and implementation of the 
published curriculum programs.  The literacy consultant will also help teachers with the 
instructional planning process by helping to identify students’ skill levels and generating 
comprehensive instructional plans that are appropriate for each particular student.  The 
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literacy consultant also will observe in classrooms during lessons and provide feedback to 
the teacher about what can be done differently.  The technology consultant is available to 
suggest technology resources, especially in the area of computer software.  She also 
provides trainings on computer software and will give on-site support for the use of these 
programs.   
 Other team members that were mentioned on the survey and during focus group 
interviews as having a role in supporting literacy instruction included the program 
supervisor, the occupational therapist, and the parents of the students.  The role of the 
program supervisor was described as connecting teachers to various resources including 
available trainings, as well as conducting observations in the classroom.  The 
occupational therapists were described as supporting literacy instruction through teaching 
and reinforcing writing skills as well as adapting any materials that students struggle with 
manipulating.  Finally, parents report supporting literacy at home and working with the 
school team to identify IEP goals.   
 While the various staff members each take a primary role in some aspects of 
literacy instruction in the classrooms, effective literacy instruction cannot take place 
without communication and collaboration among staff members.  Communication and 
collaboration was a theme identified through the qualitative data analysis process, and it 
refers to working together as a team to plan and implement literacy instruction.  Teachers 
reported positive outcomes in classrooms in which team members were perceived to be 
effectively communicating and collaborating, such as referenced by one support staff 
member who said, ―Really when you have a team that’s in place, it’s beyond 
expectations.‖  It is clear that providing effective literacy instruction in the ELS program 
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is a team effort that requires communication and collaboration among those team 
members.  
What Data are Being Collected to Support Literacy Instruction?   
Teachers in the ELS program use various sources of data to support the planning 
and delivery of literacy instruction.  With regard to how frequently they use data to 
develop instructional plans for their students, most teachers reported ―usually‖ (7 
teachers) or ―always‖ (5 teachers) on the teacher survey, with the final respondent 
reporting that she uses data to inform instructional plans ―about half the time‖ (see Table 
8).  When asked how frequently they use data to help them decide when to make 
instructional changes, teachers responded similarly, with 53.8% (7 teachers) responding 
―usually‖ and 46.2% (6 teachers) responding ―always‖ (see Table 9).  Primary and 
intermediate teachers responded similarly to both questions.  The comment of one teacher 
made during a focus group interview reinforces these results: ―Data does drive my 
instruction.  I mean, if it’s not working, I have to change what I am doing.‖   
Table 8
f % f % f %
Never 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Seldom 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half the Time 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Usually 3 42.9 4 66.7 7 53.8
Always 3 42.9 2 33.3 5 38.5
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of How Often They Use Data in Developing 
Student Literacy Instructional Plans
Primary Intermediate All 
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Table 9
f % f % f %
Never 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Seldom 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half the Time 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Usually 4 57.1 3 50.0 7 53.8
Always 3 42.9 3 50.0 6 46.2
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of How Often They Use Data When Deciding to 
Make Instructional Changes
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 On the survey and during the focus group interviews, teachers reported using a 
variety of data sources to help them plan instruction and make decisions regarding 
student progress.  When asked to rate the helpfulness of various sources of data on the 
teacher survey, all sources of data received an average rating of 3.3 or higher, which 
would be equivalent to a rating of ―moderately helpful‖ or greater (see Table 10).  The 
sources of data that teachers rated as the most helpful were ―other sources of data‖ (M = 
4.5) and IEP Goal Data (M = 4.4).  The IEP goal data are progress monitoring data that 
teachers collect on a frequent basis specifically to inform student progress on their IEP 
goals.  The regular collection of data to inform student progress on IEP goals is standard 
practice in the ELS program, not just for IEP goals related to literacy.  It is not clear from 
teacher responses what ―other sources of data‖ consist of that would be different from the 
choices that teachers were presented with on the survey.   
As reported in Table 10, the lowest rated sources of data in terms of helpfulness 
were ―Information on the Literacy Tracking Form‖ (M = 3.3), ―Mastery Tests in the 
Curriculum‖ (M = 3.6), and ―Literacy Benchmark Data‖ (M = 3.6).  The literacy tracking 
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form is completed annually and contains information on students’ skill development in 
the area of literacy.  Teachers are asked to rate their students’ developmental levels 
(novice, beginner, early to upper emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven 
different literacy skill areas.  This form also contains students’ literacy benchmark scores 
and information on their current instructional programming.  This form had only been in 
use for one school year before the teachers were asked to complete the survey and rate its 
helpfulness.  Teacher comments during the focus group interviews suggest that not all 
teachers completed the form directly after the first year it was in use and that on some 
occasions, literacy tracking forms were not passed on to the next teacher when students 
transitioned within the ELS program.  The mastery tests in the curriculum are the regular 
assessments that are included in the Direct Instruction programs, which not all teachers 
are using with their students.  Teachers also report using the placement tests for the 
Direct Instruction program to help determine appropriate student placement in the 
program.  The literacy benchmark data are curriculum-based assessments that are given 
to all students in the ELS program three times a year.   
The other two sources of data that teachers were asked to rate the helpfulness of 
included ―informal teacher observations‖ and ―discrete trial data,‖ which were neither the 
highest nor the lowest rated in terms of helpfulness.  Discrete trial data are data that are 
kept on student progress when students are being instructed in a one-on-one setting using 
the discrete trial instructional method.  The only other data source that was mentioned 
during the focus groups but not included on the teacher survey was ―The Assessment of 
Basic Language and Learning Skills‖ (ABLLS), a comprehensive skill checklist that 
includes sections on reading and writing). 
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Table 10
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other sources of data 4.7 4 5 4.0 4 4 4.5 4 5
IEP goal data 4.7 4 5 4.0 3 5 4.4 3 5
informal teacher observations 4.3 2 5 4.3 4 5 4.3 2 5
discrete trial data 4.4 4 5 3.6 2 4 4.1 2 5
literacy benchmark data 4.0 3 5 3.0 2 4 3.6 2 5
mastery tests in the curriculum 3.9 3 5 3.2 1 4 3.6 3 5
information on literacy tracking form 3.8 2 5 2.6 2 4 3.3 2 5
Average  4.3 3.5 4.0
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of Data Sources for Planning and Delivering Literacy 
Instruction Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 Teachers rely on support staff in their classrooms to collect literacy related data 
on their students.  More specifically, teachers reported that the teacher consultants and 
the literacy consultants had collected data to help develop instructional plans for students 
in their classrooms.  They also depend heavily on intervention specialists to gather 
information regarding students’ levels of development in different skill areas, to develop 
progress monitoring systems, and to then help to interpret the progress monitoring data 
once the data have been collected.  They also depend on their teaching assistants to 
regularly collect the progress monitoring data.  While teachers may use the data to help 
guide their instruction, much of the data collection itself seems to be collected by other 
staff members in the classroom.   
 Teachers in the ELS program report that they use data to plan instruction and to 
determine when to make changes to that instruction, and they report finding some data 
sources (e.g., IEP goal data) more helpful than others (e.g., literacy benchmark data).  
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Teachers depend heavily on consultants, support staff, and assistants in their classrooms 
to help gather and interpret the data so that they may be used for instructional planning.   
How are Teachers Making Instructional Decisions?  
The instructional decision-making process involves collecting data on student 
skill development, identifying instructional targets and writing goals, developing 
instructional plans, monitoring student progress, and modifying instructional plans based 
on student progress.  This is an ongoing, cyclical process that is considered best practice 
in providing effective instruction.  This component of the current evaluation question 
asks how teachers are making instructional decisions and whether they are using the 
problem-solving process just described.  
The previous section (―What data are being collected to support instruction?‖) 
reported on how teachers in the ELS program usually or always use data to develop 
instructional plans and to determine when to modify those instructional plans.  That 
section also identified the data sources that teachers found most helpful in planning 
instruction (i.e., ―other sources of data,‖ ―IEP goal data,‖ and ―informal teacher 
observations‖) and the sources that teachers found the least helpful in planning 
instruction (i.e., ―literacy benchmark data,‖ ―mastery tests in the curriculum,‖ and 
―information on the literacy tracking form‖).   
Another component to the instructional decision-making process includes 
identifying goals and instructional targets—in other words, determining the ―next steps‖ 
in instruction.  One source that was made available to teachers through the ELS Literacy 
Initiative to support this component of instructional planning is the ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence.  The Scope and Sequence describes the four stages of literacy 
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development (beginner, novice, early to upper emergent, upper emergent to fluent) for 
seven literacy skill areas.  The purpose of this document is to assist teachers in 
identifying where their students are in their literacy development in each of the skill 
areas, and to identify what skills students should be working on next.  Some teachers 
reported using the Scope and Sequence in this manner, such as one teacher who stated,  
This year is the first year where I was looking at goals for next year.  I’m like, 
where they should go next.  Cause I was like, okay, they have their letter sounds, 
they have this.  Like what’s the next thing?  And so that this year the first time I 
kind of referenced it and thinking as far as what’s the next step for them?  So that 
was helpful.  
When teachers were asked on the survey to rate the helpfulness of the ELS Literacy 
Scope and Sequence, they provided a mean helpfulness rating of 3.0/5.0, which is 
equivalent to a rating of ―moderately helpful‖ (see Table 6).     
Some teachers reported that they depend on support staff, such as the intervention 
specialist, to help them identify appropriate instructional targets.  As one teacher stated, 
―If you are kind of stuck, like trying to figure out where to go next, I would always ask 
my IS [intervention specialist] for ideas.‖  Teachers also reported working closely with 
their literacy coaches and with their speech and language pathologists in identifying 
instructional targets and developing IEP goals.    
One of the themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis process that 
relates to goal writing and indentifying instructional targets was the theme of instruction 
within a broader perspective.  This theme refers to providing and planning instruction 
with a bigger picture in mind, such as having a vision for where a particular student will 
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be in the future, having high expectations for student success, or making a link to the 
general education curriculum when planning and providing instruction.  One support staff 
member illustrated this concept of having a broader perspective when planning and 
providing instruction when she said, 
If you have a student who only uses objects now, we want, as their reading goals 
then, for them to move onto pictures.  And as their next reading goal we want 
them to move on to icons.  And we want the icons to be paired with words, and at 
some point we want those words to be just to be letters and try giving them 
[teachers] what that whole continuum will look like just so that they have that 
long-term goal, that for this kid, even though they are using items right now, our 
main goal is for them to be more typical looking readers. 
Another teacher described how she looks to general education when thinking about 
planning instruction for her students: 
I’ve been leaning more toward general ed resources just to see what I’m not 
teaching. You know, that I should be teaching.  You know, what does a kid in 
fourth grade, or a kid reading at a second grade level, what is he being exposed 
to? 
Teachers in the ELS program use a variety of resources when identifying reading goals 
for their students and planning their instruction, including the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence, their support staff members in the classroom, and other resources that provide 
a broader perspective.  
 Once teachers have identified instructional targets, or the ―where‖ of instruction, 
the next step is to identify the ―how‖ of instruction and develop an instructional plan.  
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Teachers completing the survey were asked whether they had written instructional plans 
for none, few, half, most, or all of their students.  The responses to this question were 
varied, with half of the respondents indicating that they have a written literacy 
instructional plan for ―none‖ or ―few‖ of their students and the other half reporting that 
they have a written literacy instructional plan for ―many‖ or ―all‖ of their students (see 
Table 11).  Primary and intermediate teachers displayed a similar pattern of responses.   
Table 11
f % f % f %
None of my Students 1 14.3 2 40.0 3 25.0
Few 2 28.6 1 20.0 3 25.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 3 42.9 1 20.0 4 33.3
All of my Students 1 14.3 1 20.0 2 16.7
Total 7 100.0 5 100.0 12 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom There is a 
Written Instructional Plan 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 Forms have been made available to teachers to help them to plan literacy 
instruction, namely the instructional planning form (IPF).  Other planning tools are also 
available (e.g., a Four-Block plan), and teachers in the ELS program are not expected to 
use a particular written format.  Of the teachers who reported using some type of 
planning form to document student instructional plans, some teachers reported that these 
forms are helpful especially with regard to communication among staff members.  Other 
teachers reported that using the forms can be time-consuming and redundant, especially 
when multiple students have similar plans.  One teacher reported not knowing about the 
instructional planning form or where to find it.  While some teachers in the ELS program 
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are generating written individualized instructional plans for their students in the area of 
literacy, others are not.   
Summary   
In order to provide a rich description of literacy instruction in the ELS program, 
the survey asked the following questions: ―How is instruction being delivered?‖, ―What 
is the content of literacy instruction?‖, ―Who is providing instruction?‖, ―What resources 
are being used to provide literacy instruction?‖, ―What are the roles of staff members in 
supporting literacy instruction?‖, ―What data are being collected to support literacy 
instruction?‖, and ―How are teachers making instructional decisions?‖  The next two 
evaluation questions identify and describe factors that serve to facilitate implementation 
of literacy instruction in ELS classrooms and factors that serve as barriers to the 
implementation of literacy instruction.    
Questions 2 and 3: What Factors Serve to Facilitate Implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative?  What Factors Serve as Barriers to the Implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative? 
The primary purpose of the current evaluation study is to determine the next steps 
in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  In order to determine the 
appropriate next steps, it is important to first identify what is going well with the 
implementation and what needs to be improved.  To help answer the current evaluation 
question, teachers, support staff, and parents were asked on the surveys and during focus 
group interviews what factors served to facilitate the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative and what factors served as barriers to implementation.  Factors that they 
identified as facilitators or barriers to the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative 
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have been placed into the following categories: instructional materials, staff, training and 
professional development, students, classroom environment, and parents.   
Instructional Materials 
The qualitative data analysis process resulted in the identification of two themes 
that relate to instructional materials and how they can either facilitate or serve as barriers 
to the implementation of the literacy initiative: access to materials and time.   
Access to materials emerged as a theme from comments made by teachers, 
parents, and support staff on the surveys and during focus group interviews.  ELS staff 
and parents identified the general availability of instructional materials and resources in 
the program as a factor that facilitates the implementation of literacy instruction.  The 
ELS program is resource-rich, and teachers clearly appreciate the fact that they don’t 
have a problem getting the resources they need to support instruction.  However, the fact 
that resources are readily available was also identified as a barrier because the program 
has so many resources to offer that teachers often don’t know what is available to them.  
One teacher commented, ―I don’t know, maybe I’d be more apt to tap into them [the 
resources] if I even knew what was out there.‖  Similarly, sometimes instructional 
resources are purchased for teachers and those resources don’t get used.  For example, 
when referring to computer website subscriptions, one support staff member commented,   
We buy a lot of subscriptions on websites and then you can actually see the 
reports of who is using them, how often they are being used.  And it’s really quite 
disappointing.  There are like one or two teachers that fall in love with a sight and 
they’ll use it.  For example, the Wilson Academy we bought, which is a very 
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expensive site license. And out of the four teachers we bought it for only two have 
ever actually logged in. 
While teachers have access to many resources that support literacy instruction, there may 
in fact be so many resources that teachers either don’t know what is available or don’t 
end up using everything they have access to.   
The availability of published curriculum to use for instruction was also identified 
as a factor that facilitates implementation of literacy instruction.  Teachers commented 
that having a published curriculum is beneficial because it is something that teachers can 
pick up and use instead of having to create materials on a daily basis.  Teachers 
specifically referenced Reading Mastery, Language for Learning, and Meville to Weville 
as published programs that they appreciate having access to.  Teachers also mentioned 
the benefit of having a published curriculum that is scripted, or that includes verbatim the 
language that should be used when instructing the students.  Teachers mentioned this 
factor as a benefit because they often have to rely on teaching assistants to provide some 
of the literacy instruction, and having a script that assistants can follow facilitates this 
practice. 
Unfortunately, the published curriculums are not appropriate for all students, and 
teachers expressed frustration with the lack of materials available to use for instruction 
with students who are nonverbal, severely disabled, or otherwise at the beginner or 
novice levels of their literacy development.  For these students, teachers must rely on 
teacher-created materials.  The primary barrier that teachers identified regarding the use 
of teacher-created materials was the time it takes to develop the materials.  Several 
teachers expressed frustration with their lack of ability to effectively share teacher-
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created materials among ELS staff members.  Such a system for sharing materials could 
serve as a way of overcoming the primary barrier to the use of teacher-created materials, 
which is simply the time and effort it takes to develop and individualize such materials to 
use for instruction.  
 Another theme that emerged from the qualitative data analysis was lack of time.  
Teachers and support staff repeatedly mentioned time as a barrier to providing 
instruction, specifically as it relates to the creation and development of instructional 
materials.  Interestingly, teachers expressed the desire for published programs that are 
―ready to use‖ for students who are nonverbal or significantly disabled, presumably 
because of the time it takes for teachers to create the materials that are necessary for 
providing literacy instruction to this specific population of students.  One teacher 
suggested that the time and effort it takes to create instructional materials that are 
individualized for each student may be one factor that contributes to teacher burn-out and 
a high staff turnover rate in the ELS program.   
 The ELS program is rich in resources, and teachers have access to many materials 
to support literacy instruction.  However, some teachers report that they are not aware of 
all of the resources that are available, suggesting that many of the available resources go 
unused.  Teachers appreciate the published curriculums that are available, but they would 
like to see more ready-to-use materials available for students who are nonverbal or are at 
the beginner and novice stages of literacy development.  Lack of time to create the 
necessary materials for instruction acts as a barrier to implementation, and teachers 
expressed a strong desire to have a means for sharing materials among one another.  
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Staff-Related Factors   
Two themes emerged from the qualitative data analysis that can be considered 
staff-related implementation factors: issues with communication/collaboration and 
experience/knowledge.  Teachers, support staff, and parents consistently identified these 
two themes as factors that could either support or hinder the implementation of literacy 
instruction.   
 Communication and collaboration refers to having time to work together as a 
team to plan and implement literacy instruction, and it was identified as a facilitating 
factor for implementation.  Positive outcomes were reported in classrooms in which it 
was perceived that team members were effectively communicating and collaborating, 
such as referenced by one support staff member who said, ―Really when you have a team 
that’s in place, it’s beyond expectations.‖  However, teachers identified finding the time 
to collaborate as a team as a barrier, which the comment of one teacher illustrated:  
Yeah, I think if we had more time for people to collaborate with each other.  Like, 
you know with TAs, having more discussion time.  If we had more resources 
maybe we could pay TAs to be at school longer, when the kids aren’t there, so 
that we could have time to talk to them.  Or if we had more time with our other 
certified staff that we could just have just dedicated to talking about students’ 
literacy.  That would probably be the biggest help. 
Many people collaborate to provide instruction to students in ELS classrooms, 
including teachers, teaching assistants, support staff members (e.g., speech and language 
pathologists, intervention specialists, etc.), and the student’s parents.  To be effective, all 
of these team members must work together to determine goals for instruction and 
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appropriate methods of instruction. ELS staff and parents clearly recognize the 
importance of this communication and collaboration, but sometimes they find it difficult 
logistically to make it happen.   
Another theme identified through the qualitative data analysis was that of 
experience and knowledge.  One of the problems that the ELS Literacy Initiative was 
intended to address was the lack of teacher training and knowledge in best-practice 
beginning reading instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  As one 
teacher stated, ―I went through my program and took one reading course before becoming 
a special ed teacher and it wasn’t until my master’s that I took more.‖  Whether referring 
to teachers, teaching assistants, support staff, or parents, having knowledge and training 
in the basics of literacy development and instruction was identified as a facilitating factor 
for implementing quality literacy instruction in the classroom.   
Teachers and support staff frequently mentioned teaching assistants and their 
general lack of knowledge and experience in how to teach reading as a barrier to the 
implementation of literacy instruction in the classroom.  Teachers depend on teaching 
assistants to provide much of the direct instruction in ELS classrooms, but as one teacher 
commented, they are the least qualified to do so:   
It’s a whole . . . huge thing and I don’t think that in my classroom at least, there 
are very many TAs who are equipped to do that [teach reading] and who 
unfortunately, I don’t know how high their level of literacy skills are.  So I think 
that really impacts the quality, unfortunately, of the literacy instruction that 
sometimes they [students] get. 
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Because the assistants are responsible for providing much of the instruction, it is 
important that they have a basic understanding of how reading develops as well as best 
practices in reading instruction.  While the program provides regular training for teaching 
assistants in how to implement the Direct Instruction programs, teachers suggested that 
the program falls short of providing training on the basics of literacy and literacy 
instruction.  Teachers suggested that they had difficulty with finding a way to provide 
this basic level of training to teaching assistants.  One teacher suggested that it should be 
the responsibility of the program to provide the assistants with this training before they 
even start their jobs.  Teachers and staff identified other benefits to providing teaching 
assistants with training in the area of literacy, such as having a shared language with 
regard to literacy instruction and increasing the assistants’ confidence in providing 
instruction.   
The benefit of having knowledge and experience was also mentioned with regard 
to ELS teachers.  One support staff member suggested that teachers with less experience 
and knowledge about literacy don’t always know where to focus their reading instruction.  
Another support staff member suggested that teachers who have more experience and 
knowledge are more capable of problem solving when students are not making adequate 
progress:  
But if you get a more experienced teacher, they’ve already kind of hit those 
bumps and they’ll notice that, well like participant two said, that progress isn’t 
being made; we’ve tried this in the past and this in the past . . . and they can really 
be conscious about their thinking and analyze, you know.  Is it the person that’s 
being used? Is it a behavior or a lack of skill?   
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Support staff also reported that teachers who have received additional training in the area 
of literacy appear more confident about their instruction.  One barrier to the 
implementation of literacy instruction noted by one staff member is teachers who don’t 
believe that reading and literacy instruction are important for all students, even those with 
the most significant disabilities.  Based on the comments of ELS support staff, it appears 
that teachers in the ELS program who have more knowledge and experience with regard 
to literacy instruction are better able to problem solve, can appropriately focus their 
instruction, are more confident, and are more likely to view literacy instruction as 
important for all students.  
 The importance of knowledge and experience was also referenced with regard to 
ELS support staff, such as the speech and language pathologist and the intervention 
specialist.  Some teachers mentioned that their support staff are very knowledgeable, 
saying they depend on their support staff for everything from instructional planning 
support, data collection and support, and help with problem solving for students who are 
not making expected growth.  However, one teacher mentioned that she would like more 
support from the intervention specialist who supports her classroom, but that she does not 
feel that her intervention specialist has the knowledge base to provide that support.  Thus, 
support staff who have knowledge and experience with regard to reading development 
and instruction can serve as a facilitating factor for implementation, and support staff 
who don’t have this knowledge can serve as a barrier.  
Training and Professional Development   
Various sources of professional development are available to teachers and other 
staff in the ELS program.  Workshops and trainings that are specifically designed to meet 
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the needs of ELS staff, including teaching assistants, are offered through the program.  
The cooperative district that the ELS program is a part of also hosts a variety of 
workshops, but these are not necessarily specific to the ELS program.  Teachers and staff 
in the ELS program also attend outside workshops and trainings.  Teachers and support 
staff were asked to identify factors related to professional development and training that 
facilitated the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative and factors that served as 
barriers to implementation.   
Having training opportunities available for staff in the ELS program was 
generally viewed as a facilitating factor for implementing the literacy initiative.  
However, some trainings were mentioned as being more helpful than others.  For 
example, several teachers and support staff mentioned that trainings provided by the ELS 
program on how to implement Reading Mastery and Language for Learning are helpful.  
Teachers also found the ELS ―make and take‖ trainings, which allow participants to make 
materials for their students to use in the classroom the next day, to be helpful.  Trainings 
geared toward a more general education population of students were identified as helpful 
because they help teachers to gain perspective on what is expected of typically-
developing students at each of the grade levels.  One teacher commented that the 
trainings that are hosted by the ELS program specifically for the ELS staff were 
particularly helpful: ―The ones that are specific to our age group of kids and get as 
specific as possible to the students that we are working with.  Those are the most 
beneficial.‖   
With regard to barriers, teachers mentioned that they would like to see more 
training opportunities for parents, trainings that target a younger population of 
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students/students who are at the beginner and novice stages of literacy development, and 
trainings that cover reading comprehension instructional strategies.  Teachers also 
mentioned the desire to have more time to follow through with strategies that they 
learned through training.  One teacher described her frustration when she said, ―I’ve been 
to some of the trainings and they’re so great when you’re sitting there and then you walk 
out and it seems like such a huge thing and I never get to it.‖  
Teachers and support staff frequently mentioned training for teaching assistants as 
something that could either serve as a barrier or facilitate literacy instruction in their 
classrooms.  The ELS program provides training for teaching assistants on a regular 
basis.  Much of the training in the area of literacy has focused on how to implement the 
various published programs that are available for instruction, such as Reading Mastery 
and Language for Learning.  Teachers commented that these trainings are beneficial and 
help facilitate the implementation of these programs in the classroom because more staff 
are then available to deliver the instruction.  However, one barrier that teachers 
mentioned with regard to teaching assistants attending trainings involved not having 
enough staff to send a teaching assistant to training for a full day.  One teacher 
commented that sending out a staff member for the day creates a safety concern in her 
classroom.   
Student Factors   
Teachers, support staff, and parents identified several student-related factors that 
could either facilitate or serve as barriers to the implementation of effective literacy 
instruction in ELS classrooms.  Staff identified students who are attentive and show a 
desire to learn as a facilitating factor, and conversely, they identified students who have 
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attention and distractibility issues as a barrier to effective instruction.  Staff also 
identified students who come into their classrooms after having had early exposure to 
literacy as a facilitating factor.  Similarly, staff identified students who come into the 
program from a preschool setting without having academic goals as a barrier to literacy 
instruction.  The presence of students who make progress was identified as a facilitating 
factor because of the motivating effects that it has on students and staff alike.  In contrast, 
the presence of students who make very little or no progress, or students who make very 
slow progress, was identified as a barrier.  Teachers often put a lot of work into creating 
and adapting the instruction for these students, and to have them show very little or slow 
progress in return can be very frustrating.   
The primary student-related factor that was identified as a barrier to effective 
literacy instruction was having students who are nonverbal and/or severely disabled.  The 
challenge of providing instruction for students who are nonverbal or have other 
complicated learning needs was a consistent theme that ran throughout the qualitative 
data analysis.  Such students are typically not able to participate in a traditional reading 
program, such as the core curriculum that was identified through the literacy initiative.  
Teachers consistently referenced the need for a reading program that could be used with 
students who are nonverbal.  Without a curriculum, teachers often must create reading 
programs from scratch as well as creating or adapting all instructional materials.  
Classroom Environment   
Teachers were prompted on the survey to identify factors that facilitate literacy 
instruction and factors that serve as barriers to literacy instruction that were related to the 
classroom environment.  The majority of comments referred to physical structures that 
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could facilitate instruction, such as bookshelves that allow students to access materials 
independently, group tables, classroom dividers, and a place to provide one-on-one 
instruction.  Having a classroom with a high noise level was identified as a barrier.  One 
teacher identified the classroom schedule as a barrier to providing literacy instruction.  As 
she stated, 
Since they’re all at different grades, it’s like, ―Okay, you’re going to music; 
you’re going to gym.‖  And that makes it hard. Like if you plan a language lesson, 
you want them all to be there so that they can, you know, be in a group and learn, 
after you’ve adapted the lesson for them.  So, I just find that really challenging.   
Parent Factors  
One theme that emerged through the qualitative data analysis process was the 
impact that parent involvement can potentially have on classroom instruction and student 
outcomes.  The parents of students in the ELS program tend to be well educated and 
strong advocates for their children, which can be a facilitating factor in the 
implementation of literacy instruction.  For example, the qualitative data suggest that 
parents are requesting that teachers use specific reading programs with their students, 
such as the Reading Mastery program.  One parent provided an example of how his 
involvement affected the classroom instruction:   
It is my feeling that literacy should be a combination of exposure and opportunity 
for the children in a variety of settings. However, I feel that a structured program 
such as ―Reading Mastery‖ should be an integral part as well.  This piece 
[Reading Mastery] was lacking until we pushed for it in a meeting.  
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One teacher also described how she felt strongly against using a reading program but did 
use the program because of a parent request: 
You know I told a parent who requested, you know I’m like, ―I would really 
rather stick a sharp pencil in my eye than do Reading Mastery, but I’ll do it.‖  
You know what I mean? I told them that, but I said I’ll do it and we’ll do it. And 
we did it.  
However, teachers also commented that parent involvement can be a barrier, such 
as when parents don’t have sufficient information about the programs.  Some teachers are 
finding that parents are pushing for programs like Reading Mastery for children who are 
nonverbal or who otherwise are unable to participate in the program.  However, teachers 
generally view a parent educating his or herself on reading instruction and advocating for 
his or her children as a facilitating factor to instruction. 
Parent involvement in their children’s literacy instruction was also viewed as a 
facilitating factor because of the potential positive impact on student outcomes.  Parents 
and teachers both commented on the positive effects that parents working with their 
students at home can have on students’ literacy skills overall.  As one parent described, 
The results of early targeted supplemental homework in reading and reading 
comprehension is remarkable. There is no other word. . . . He is diagnosed as 
moderate on the autism spectrum and went from struggling with his alphabet to 
reading in less than one year. 
Some teachers described parents who were repeating some of the Direct Instruction 
lessons at home, and others described parents who were doing homework with their 
children or otherwise reinforcing skills at home.     
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 From the comments of parents and teachers, it is clear that parents are initiating 
communication and involvement and that this is having an effect on what happens in the 
classroom.  One parent described how her efforts resulted in the teacher sending work 
home: 
We have developed a cooperative relationship with the teacher where she 
provides reading and comprehension homework every day, which we religiously 
have our son work through and complete. All this is at the initiative of us asking 
and the teacher cooperating. 
Another parent described how her efforts resulted in increased communication between 
home and school: 
With our guidance, our son’s teacher has done a great job of updating us on his 
literary goals and achievements. 
One parent even went so far as to select her child’s classroom teacher based on the 
teacher’s instructional strategies.  She pushed to have her child in a classroom where the 
teacher was using the Reading Mastery program.  As these examples show, parent 
involvement can clearly have a strong influence on classroom instruction in the area of 
literacy and serve as a facilitating factor for the implementation of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative.  In some cases, teachers viewed parent involvement as a barrier, such as when 
parents push for programs that are not appropriate for their children, but the facilitating 
and positive factors identified outweighed the potential negative effects.   
Summary   
A number of factors that facilitate the implementation of the literacy initiative and 
serve as barriers to implementation were identified by ELS teachers, support staff, and 
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parents.  Teachers identified access to instructional materials, especially published 
curriculum, as a facilitating factor, while identifying a lack of such programs to use with 
nonverbal students as a barrier.  They also identified as a barrier the time and effort it 
takes to create instructional materials and the lack of an effective way of sharing these 
teacher-created materials among ELS staff members.  With regard to staff, 
communication and collaboration among team members was identified as a facilitating 
factor, along with having knowledge and experience.  Teachers also viewed the trainings 
that are offered to ELS staff as a facilitating factor, but they would like to see additional 
training for TAs in the basics of literacy, as well as training for parents, trainings that 
apply to younger students, and trainings in the area of reading comprehension.  They also 
identified student factors and felt that the primary barrier to providing literacy instruction 
involved trying to meet the needs of students who are nonverbal or who are at the 
beginner and novice levels of literacy development.  Facilitating factors related to the 
classroom environment primarily consisted of the physical structure of the room, and the 
classroom scheduling was identified as a barrier, specifically when students from outside 
the classroom attend inclusion classes, which makes it difficult to provide group 
instruction.  Finally, staff members identified several parent factors, viewing parents who 
advocate for their children’s literacy instruction and parents who support literacy 
instruction at home as facilitating factors to the implementation of literacy instruction in 
the classroom.   
 
 
 
 207 
Outcome Evaluation Questions  
 Evaluation questions 4 through 13 are considered outcome evaluation questions in 
that they are designed to determine whether the desired intended short-, intermediate-, 
and long-term outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative have been attained.   
Question 4: How are Teachers Using the Resources (Material and People) They Have 
Been Provided to Help Support Literacy Instruction in Their Classrooms? 
A number of material and human resources have been made available to teachers 
as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  With regard to material resources, most have been 
curricular resources, including the development of a literacy scope and sequence, the 
identification and purchase of a core language/reading curriculum, and the dissemination 
of supplemental curricular materials.  Other material resources include assessment and 
instructional planning resources.  The human resources that have been made available to 
teachers include professional development opportunities and various classroom 
consultants.  This evaluation question will aid in determining whether teachers are using 
these available resources, how they are using these resources, and the factors that 
facilitate or serve as barriers to the use of these resources.  
The ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence was created to guide teacher instruction in 
the area of reading.  The document identifies the stages of literacy development (novice, 
beginner, early to upper emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven different areas 
of literacy (concepts of print, letter identification, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary and comprehension, and writing).  The Scope and Sequence is tied to 
assessment strategies and instructional recommendations, and related resources packaged 
as a series of binders were made available to teachers.  The Scope and Sequence was 
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developed specifically to address the unique learning needs of students with moderate to 
severe disabilities, and it was intended to guide teacher instruction in the ELS program.   
Two questions on the teacher survey pertain to the use of the ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence and the corresponding binder series.  The first asked teachers to rate the 
helpfulness of the Scope and Sequence.  Teachers responding to the survey provided a 
mean helpfulness rating of 3.0 on a 5-point scale, equivalent to a rating of ―moderately 
helpful‖ (see Table 12).  Primary teaches appear to find the resource more helpful (M = 
3.3) than intermediate teachers (M = 2.7).  Teachers were also asked about how 
frequently they use the Scope and Sequence and the corresponding binder resources, and 
they were asked to identify whether they used the resource with none, few, about half, 
many, or all of their students (see Table 13).  Teachers provided an average usage rating 
of 2.5, which suggests that most teachers are using the resource with ―few‖ of their 
students.  Five (of 13) teachers reported using this resource with ―none‖ of their students, 
and three teachers reported using this resource with ―all‖ of their students.  There was a 
difference in the use of the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence binders between the levels, 
with the primary teachers having an average usage rating of 3.1 (equivalent to ―about 
half‖) and the intermediate teachers only having an average usage rating of 1.8 for this 
resource. 
Qualitative data taken from the teacher surveys and focus group interviews 
suggests that when teachers are using this resource, they are using it to identify 
instructional goals and targets and not necessarily to identify ideas for instructional 
activities.  As one primary level teacher commented, 
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It’s a nice big checklist for me to be, all right, they are here; let me move here 
now.  That makes more sense.  You know?  And I wouldn’t know all of that 
before. I was always doing the same goals and kind of jumping around and seeing 
without really knowing, like, exactly what the progression is.  So I think that 
helped. 
Several teachers commented on why they were not using the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence and corresponding literacy binders, and they all generally referred to the fact 
that the Scope and Sequence and corresponding binders contain so much information that 
they are overwhelming to access.  Another teacher reported that she depends on the 
intervention specialist in her classroom to use and interpret the information in the Scope 
and Sequence and the binders and then to pass the information along to her. 
Table 12
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other materials 4.2 3 5 5.0 5 5 4.3 3 5
teacher created materials 4.4 4 5 3.8 3 5 4.2 3 5
published curriculum materials 4.0 2 5 4.2 3 5 4.1 2 5
literacy websites 4.0 3 5 3.5 3 5 3.8 3 5
computer software programs 3.9 2 5 3.5 3 5 3.7 2 5
literacy assessment materials 3.6 2 5 2.8 1 4 3.3 1 5
literacy binders (scope and sequence) 3.3 2 5 2.7 1 4 3.0 1 5
forms to help plan instruction 3.3 2 5 2.5 2 4 3.0 2 5
Average  3.8 3.5 3.7
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of Material Resources in Implementing Literacy Instruction 
Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
All respondents answered this question except for when rating 
"other materials" when only 11 responded.  Aggregated data 
Mike and Jeff agreed that this question would be mor
appropriately answered via examination of means and not 
frequencies 
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Table 13
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
Teacher created materials 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5
Literacy websites for students 3.9 2 5 3.6 2 5 3.8 2 5
Literacy websites for teachers 4.2 2 5 3.0 1 5 3.6 1 5
Reading A to Z materials 3.1 1 5 3.2 2 5 3.2 1 5
ELS Scope and Sequence Binders 3.1 1 5 1.8 1 4 2.5 1 5
Reading Mastery 2.1 1 4 2.7 2 4 2.4 1 4
Language for Learning 2.4 1 4 2.3 1 4 2.4 1 4
Wilson (adapted) 1.3 1 2 1.8 1 3 1.5 1 3
Meville to Weville 1.7 1 5 1.0 1 1 1.4 1 5
Average 3.0 2.7 2.9
Mean Teacher Ratings of Number of Students for Whom They Use Specific Instructional Resources 
Where 1 = None of My Students and 5 = All of My Students 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
One major change in the ELS Literacy Initiative involved the identification and 
purchase of a core curriculum for language and reading.  The chosen curriculum was a 
combination of Language for Learning and Reading Mastery (Direct Instruction 
programs), the first of which targets language development and vocabulary, and the 
second of which targets phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency.  The expectation 
from the administration is that these programs will be used with as many students as 
possible in grades K–5.  Whether a student is able to participate in the curriculum 
depends on his or her level of literacy development and ability to respond to questions 
orally on cue.  A curriculum set was purchased for every primary and intermediate 
classroom. 
When asked on the teacher survey to rate how frequently they used various 
instructional resources, teachers provided a mean rating of 2.4 for both Reading Mastery 
and Language for Learning, which suggests that most teachers are using these programs 
for ―few‖ of their students (see Table 13).  Data suggest that intermediate teachers are 
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using the Reading Mastery program (M = 2.7) with slightly more students than the 
primary teachers are (M = 2.1).  The ratings for use of the Language for Learning 
program were more similar between primary and intermediate teachers.  Two (of 13) 
teachers reported using Reading Mastery for ―none‖ of their students, and three teachers 
reported using Language for Learning for ―none‖ of their students. 
The primary reason that teachers cited for not using the Direct Instruction 
programs in their classrooms is having students who are not able to meet the 
requirements for participation (i.e., who cannot repeat short phrases on cue, or who have 
not yet reached the appropriate level of literacy development).  A large number of 
students in the ELS program are nonverbal, and the DI programs cannot be used with this 
population.  One teacher cited the scripted nature of the instructional delivery as another 
reason for not using the program.  Of the teachers who are using Reading Mastery and 
Language for Learning in their classrooms, they cited several reasons for doing so, 
including the benefit of having a program that is ready to use and does not require the 
teacher to make additional materials; the opportunity to have TAs in their classrooms 
deliver the instruction, since the DI programs are scripted; and the fact that teachers and 
TAs have ready access to training in the use of the programs.  Overall, teachers viewed 
the availability of the published core curriculum very positively, and a number of 
teachers expressed the desire to have something similar that could be used with students 
who are nonverbal.  
In addition to the curricular resources mentioned above, materials allocated to the 
literacy initiative also include assessment resources.  One example is the literacy 
benchmarking tools.  The intervention specialists in the classrooms collect literacy 
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benchmarking data on all students in the ELS program three times a year to determine if 
they are making adequate progress.  For more frequent progress monitoring, the program 
has purchased a subscription to AIMSweb, which provides access to a variety of 
curriculum-based assessment measures and software for graphing student progress.  
Finally, a tool was created to track student literacy development and instruction across 
grade levels within the ELS program.  The primary goal of all of these resources is to 
provide teachers with information on student progress to inform instructional decision 
making.     
The literacy benchmark data provide information to teachers on student progress 
with all students three times a year.  Ideally these data are to be used by teachers to help 
plan their instruction and to assist them in indentifying when instructional changes need 
to be made.  When prompted by the teacher survey to rate the degree of helpfulness of 
different data sources, teachers rated literacy benchmark data as the second from the 
lowest of seven possible data sources (see Table 14), with an average rating of 3.6 out of 
5 (with 1 = ―not at all helpful‖ and 5 = ―extremely helpful.‖).  When qualitative data were 
examined, it was found that of the 56 comments made in reference to instructional 
planning, only two specifically mentioned the use of the literacy benchmark data.  With 
regard to teachers using the benchmark data to support instructional decision making in 
their classrooms, little data exist to suggest that teachers are using the benchmark data for 
this purpose.  An analysis of why teachers may not be using the literacy benchmark data 
is included in ―Question 9,‖ this chapter.     
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Table 14
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other sources of data 4.7 4 5 4.0 4 4 4.5 4 5
IEP goal data 4.7 4 5 4.0 3 5 4.4 3 5
informal teacher observations 4.3 2 5 4.3 4 5 4.3 2 5
discrete trial data 4.4 4 5 3.6 2 4 4.1 2 5
literacy benchmark data 4.0 3 5 3.0 2 4 3.6 2 5
mastery tests in the curriculum 3.9 3 5 3.2 1 4 3.6 3 5
information on literacy tracking form 3.8 2 5 2.6 2 4 3.3 2 5
Average  4.3 3.5 4.0
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of Data Sources for Planning and Delivering Literacy 
Instruction Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
The degree to which teachers are using AIMSweb, or the extent to which they 
find this resource helpful, was not assessed directly.  Consequently, little evidence exists 
with which to determine the degree to which this resource is being used to support 
instructional planning.  During a focus group interview, one intervention specialist did 
describe how she uses the AIMSweb account to support literacy instruction:  
I’ll give them [teachers] written feedback too or visuals.  We track some of our 
students’ literacy progress electronically with graphs.  And so that’s an easy way 
to communicate.  I’ll update the graphs and e-mail it to my teacher and say, 
―Wow, so-and-so is doing great.‖  Or ―So and so is not doing great; let’s talk 
about it more.‖  That’s an easy way and convenient.   
An examination of the AIMSweb account reveals that there are students with progress 
monitoring data and graphs that are being tracked using the account, which suggests 
some use by teachers and intervention specialists.  It also appears as though the program 
is being used to monitor student progress in multiple areas such as math and writing in 
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addition to reading.  More information is needed to determine how teachers and 
intervention specialists are utilizing this resource.   
 The final assessment resource associated with the ELS Literacy Initiative is the 
ELS Literacy Tracking Form.  This form was developed to help track student literacy 
development from teacher to teacher and across time.  The form contains teacher ratings 
of student literacy development as well as information about students’ literacy 
benchmarking scores and instructional programming.  This form is completed annually 
by teachers and is supposed to transition with the student.  When asked to rate the 
helpfulness of this resource in planning and delivering literacy instruction, teachers gave 
―information on the literacy tracking form‖ a mean rating of 3.3 (see Table 14).  Primary 
level teachers rated this resource as more helpful (M = 3.8) than intermediate level 
teachers did (M = 2.6).  Data from the focus group interviews suggests that not all 
teachers are receiving this information on their students as the students transition from 
one classroom to the next.  Only one teacher mentioned the literacy tracking form in the 
focus group interviews, and she stated that she had only received the information for one 
of her students and had found that it was not specific enough to be very useful.  The 
literacy tracking form had only been in place for one school year before teachers were 
asked to rate its helpfulness on the survey.   
 With regard to human resources, teachers have access to professional 
development opportunities and various consultants to support the planning and 
implementation of literacy instruction in their classrooms.  Other human resources that 
are available to classroom teachers include the staff in their classrooms (e.g., the 
intervention specialist, speech and language pathologist, and teaching assistants).   
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 One of the questions on the survey asked teachers to rate the helpfulness of 
various people and professional development resources in implementing literacy 
instruction (see Table 15).  As is shown, professional development opportunities that 
were provided through the cooperative district and through the ELS program were each 
given mean ratings of 3.3 out of 5.0, equivalent to a rating of ―moderately helpful.‖  In 
addition, ―other professional development‖ was given the highest rating (M = 4.0) of the 
human and professional development resources.  ―Other professional development‖ may 
include anything outside of what is offered through the cooperative and the ELS program, 
such as reading conferences that teachers attend.  An examination of the qualitative data 
suggests that teachers appreciate having professional development opportunities and they 
generally try to take advantage of them.  Some professional development opportunities 
were viewed as being more helpful than others.  Trainings offered to staff on how to 
implement the Direct Instruction programs were viewed positively by teachers and 
support staff, as were ―make and take‖ trainings that allow teachers to learn a new 
software program and then create materials using that program that can be used in the 
classroom the next day.  Trainings that provide the general education perspective as well 
as trainings specific to children with moderate to severe disabilities were both mentioned 
by teachers as being helpful.  Teachers mentioned that they would like to see more 
training opportunities for parents, in addition to trainings that target a younger population 
of students as well as students who are at the beginner and novice stages of literacy 
development, and trainings that cover reading comprehension instructional strategies.  
One barrier to taking advantage of professional development that teachers mentioned was 
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the issue of having adequate coverage in their classrooms to keep students safe in their 
absence, or in the absence of one or more teaching assistants.  
 Several classroom consultants are available to support teachers in planning and 
implementing literacy instruction in their classrooms.  One of these supports is the 
literacy coach.  The literacy coach is a former ELS teacher who has her master’s degree 
in reading and currently works for the program on a part-time basis.  Her job is to support 
literacy instruction in ELS classrooms, and she does that through a variety of means 
including providing in-classroom consultation, identifying and allocating instructional 
resources, training staff on the implementation of published programs, and helping staff 
to problem solve on difficult cases.  As represented in Table 15, teachers rated the 
support of the literacy coach as being more helpful when that support is provided on an 
individual basis in the classroom (M = 3.9) than when the literacy coach attends a 
teachers’ meeting to provide support to the group (M = 3.4).  Several comments were 
made on the teacher surveys and during the focus group interviews regarding how staff 
members are using the support of the literacy coach and how the support could be 
improved.  For example, staff report using the literacy coach to answer questions about 
available materials to use for instruction, and they depend on her a great deal to provide 
initial training and ongoing feedback regarding the implementation of the Direct 
Instruction programs.  One teacher described how the literacy coach comes to her 
classroom to observe literacy lessons and provide feedback on what she could be doing 
better.  Another teacher reported that she would likely use the literacy coach more if the 
coach were available to be in her classroom more regularly.  The literacy coach herself 
 217 
reported that she would like to be in more classrooms on a more regular basis but that 
time does not permit that type of regular contact with teachers.  
 Another consultant who is available to assist teachers in their classrooms is the 
technology consultant.  The role of the technology consultant primarily includes helping 
teachers to identify appropriate instructional technologies for their students and then 
training them on the implementation of those technologies.  She also works to identify 
new technology resources to further support the ELS Literacy Initiative.  On the teacher 
survey, teachers gave the technology consultant a mean helpfulness rating of 3.8 on a 5-
point scale, equivalent to a rating of ―very helpful‖ (see Table 15).  Teachers report using 
the technology consultant in a similar way to how they use the literacy coach: for 
identifying and accessing materials (technologies, in this case), receiving training on the 
use of those materials, and problem solving for difficult student cases. The only barrier 
that was identified to using the technology consultant to support literacy instruction in the 
classroom was time; the technology consultant can be difficult to access because of the 
number of classrooms she is serving.  
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Table 15
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other professional development 4.0 3 5 4.0 4 4 4.0 3 5
literacy coach coming to my classroom 3.7 3 5 4.2 4 5 3.9 3 5
technology consultant 4.0 3 5 3.5 2 4 3.8 2 5
intervention specialist 4.0 1 5 3.3 2 4 3.7 1 5
literacy coach at level meetings 3.6 3 4 3.2 2 4 3.4 2 4
professional development provided through District 3.4 2 4 3.2 2 4 3.3 2 4
professional development provided through ELS 3.6 2 4 3.0 2 4 3.3 2 4
other coaching support 3.3 2 4 3.0 3 3 3.3 2 4
Average 3.7 3.4 3.6
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of People and Professional Development Resources Implementing 
Literacy Instruction Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
A variety of material and human resources have been made available to teachers 
as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The current evaluation question sought to 
determine whether teachers are using these resources, how these resources are being 
used, and the factors that aid in the use of these resources or serve as barriers to their use.  
Data suggest that teachers find the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence moderately helpful 
in planning instruction and that the primary barrier to using the information involves 
finding the resource ―overwhelming.‖  Teachers reported having a published, ready-to-
use core curriculum to be very helpful in providing instruction, but they find that only a 
few students in their classrooms have the prerequisite skills to participate in the 
programs.  Literacy benchmark data are being collected on all students three times a year, 
but teachers rated this resource as only moderately helpful and did not mention it when 
describing their instructional planning processes.  The literacy tracking form that teachers 
use to rate students’ literacy development on an annual basis was found by teachers to be 
only slightly to moderately helpful.  However, this resource is still new to teachers and 
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some are still not receiving the information reliably.  With regard to human resources, 
teachers find a variety of professional development opportunities to be helpful, with 
―make and takes‖ and Direct Instruction trainings being the most helpful.  Teachers 
definitely find the availability of the literacy and technology consultants helpful and use 
these consultants in a variety of ways.  The only barrier to the use of the consultants is 
time, with teachers and the consultants themselves reporting that they would like the 
consultants to spend more time in the classroom. 
Question 5: How do Teachers Rate Their Feelings of Support, Preparedness, and 
Confidence as a Result of the Resources That They Have Been Provided Through the 
Literacy Initiative? 
During the initial stakeholder interviews, when asked the question, ―What was the 
problem that the literacy initiative was intended to correct?‖ all stakeholders identified 
the lack of teacher training and knowledge in best-practice beginning reading instruction 
as a problem, including the teachers themselves.  The consensus was that teachers 
typically graduated from college unprepared to teach beginning reading, let alone to teach 
reading to students with significant learning differences and challenges.  Their 
undergraduate training was either deficient in training in this area, or it was not aligned 
with current best practices (e.g., practices that focus on sight-word instruction, or literacy 
imbedded in life-skill instruction).  Therefore, one of the intended short-term outcomes of 
the ELS Literacy Initiative was an increase in teacher skill and confidence in teaching 
beginning reading.  In other words, it was expected that as a result of the curriculum 
materials that teachers were provided, the information and training they received on 
literacy, and the coaching and continuing professional development they received on an 
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ongoing basis, teachers would rate their feelings of confidence, support, and preparedness 
positively. 
The primary data source that was used to inform this evaluation question was 
responses to questions on the teacher survey.  Five questions on the survey were used to 
directly inform this evaluation question.  When teachers were asked to rate the degree to 
which they agreed with the statement that they were adequately supported with sufficient 
material resources for literacy instruction in their classrooms (teacher survey question 4), 
10 of the 13 teachers (76.9%) agreed that they were adequately supported and an 
additional 2 teachers strongly agreed (see Table 16).  Teachers responded similarly when 
asked to rate the degree to which they agreed with the statement that they were 
adequately supported through coaching and professional development opportunities 
(teacher survey question 7), with a total of 12 of the 13 teachers (93.3%) agreeing with 
the statement and the remaining teacher strongly agreeing with the statement (see Table 
17).  Taken together, these results suggest that the primary and intermediate teachers in 
the ELS program feel supported when it comes to providing literacy instruction in their 
classrooms, both through the materials they have been provided and through the 
professional development opportunities that have been made available to them.  Several 
comments that teachers provided during the focus group interviews also substantiate the 
claim that they feel supported, such as this comment from a primary teacher:  
When I first started, I like walked in my classroom and there were like 800 
reading programs in my closet and I’m like, I don’t even know where to begin.  I 
didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know what program to use, I didn’t know 
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anything, you know?  Like, I didn’t know anything.  So, it’s come a long way 
since I started.  I like the programs. 
 It is clear that this teacher feels she has benefitted from the professional development 
and coaching opportunities that she has been provided with.  
Table 16
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Agree 5 71.4 5 83.3 10 76.9
Strongly Agree 2 28.6 0 0.0 2 15.4
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Primary Intermediate All 
Teacher Agreement With the Statement That They are  
Adequately Supported With Sufficient Material Resources 
for Literacy Instruction
 
Table 17
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Agree 6 85.7 6 100.0 12 92.3
Strongly Agree 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Agreement With the Statement That They are  
Adequately Supported With the Coaching and 
Professional Development Opportunities Available to 
Support Literacy Instruction in Their Classroom
Primary Intermediate All 
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In addition to reporting positive feelings of support, teachers also reported being 
relatively confident in providing literacy instruction in their classrooms. As shown in 
Table 18, 76.9% of teachers (10 of 13) indicated they ―agree‖ that they are confident in 
providing literacy instruction, an additional 15.4% (2 teachers) ―strongly agree‖ with this 
statement and 7.7% (1 teacher) had a neutral reaction to the statement.  As stated by one 
teacher, ―I think training has facilitated a lot, giving people the right materials and 
training for the various programs.  I think that it has increased some people’s confidence 
at what they are doing.‖  Teacher’s ratings also suggested that because of the training, as 
one teacher states, a teacher is ―better prepared to provide literacy instruction because of 
the support and resources provided to me.‖  More specifically, 11 of 13 teachers agreed 
with this statement and an additional teacher strongly agreed (see Table 19).   
Table 18
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Agree 6 85.7 4 66.7 10 76.9
Strongly Agree 1 14.3 1 16.7 2 15.4
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Agreement With the Statement That They are  
Confident Providing Literacy Instruction in Their Classroom
Primary Intermediate All 
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Table 19
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Agree 5 71.4 6 100.0 11 84.6
Strongly Agree 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Agreement With the Statement That They are Better 
Prepared to Provide Literacy Instruction Because of the 
Supports and Resources That Have Been Provided to Them
Primary Intermediate All 
 
Overall, it appears that the primary and intermediate teachers in the ELS program 
feel supported, confident, and prepared to provide literacy instruction in their classrooms.  
None of the teachers disagreed or strongly disagreed with statements reflecting their 
feelings of confidence, support, or preparedness.  Comments made during the focus 
group interviews, such as the following, also provide support for this conclusion:   
I think that what we have is like, amazing.  What has been created has been above 
and beyond what a lot of other programs have.  Like I know that similar schools 
dealing with similar students don’t have this and are asking….Like my mom 
works at a school and she is asking me what do I have?  Or what has been 
created?   
However, not all comments made by teachers were positive toward everything about the 
literacy initiative, such as comments made by teachers who expressed frustration with not 
having a curriculum for non-verbal students, as discussed within other evaluation 
questions.  It is important to note that differences did not appear to exist between how 
 224 
primary and intermediate teachers rated their feelings of support, confidence, and 
preparedness. 
Question 6: To What Extent is Instruction in the Area of Literacy Aligned With Best 
Practices and Current Research as Reported by Teachers? 
Over the past twenty years, a tremendous amount of work has gone into 
conducting new research and synthesizing the existing research on effective reading 
instruction for typically developing students and students with mild disabilities.  
Comparatively, very little research has been conducted on effective reading instruction 
for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  Some of the conclusions that can be 
drawn, based on the research that does exist on literacy instruction for students with 
significant disabilities, are similar to what research has identified as best practices for 
students without disabilities, and some are different.  Of the similarities, research 
suggests that all students benefit from comprehensive instructional programming 
including the five areas of instruction identified by the National Reading Panel 
(phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension).  This 
instruction should be direct and systematic and make use of data to inform instructional 
decisions.  Ways in which research suggests literacy instruction should be different for 
students with moderate to severe disabilities include working from a broad definition of 
literacy, considering differences in the early life experiences of students with disabilities, 
honoring differing abilities in expressive and receptive communication skills, and 
incorporating the use of AAC when appropriate.   
To answer the current evaluation question, data from the surveys and focus 
groups have been analyzed to determine the degree to which the following are present in 
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ELS classrooms:  comprehensive literacy programming across the day, direct and 
systematic literacy instruction, use of data to inform instructional decision making, the 
adoption of a broad definition of literacy, the incorporation of technology and 
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) strategies, and individualized 
instruction. 
Comprehensive Instructional Programming 
Comprehensive instructional programming refers to instruction that incorporates a 
variety of skills and teaches those skills through a variety of means.  To determine 
whether students were receiving instruction across the skill areas targeted by the ELS 
Literacy Initiative, teachers completing the survey were asked to indicate which of the 
eight instructional skill areas were a part of their regular, systematic literacy instruction 
for each child in their classrooms.  Teachers reported providing instruction in an average 
of 5.2 areas of literacy per student out of the possible 8 (see Table 20).  Primary teachers 
reported somewhat more comprehensive programming, providing instruction in an 
average of 5.7 areas out of 8, and intermediate teachers reported providing instruction in 
slightly fewer areas (with an average of 4.6 out of 8 per student), representing less 
comprehensive programming.   
Table 20
M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
5.7 1 8 4.6 1 8 5.2 1 8
All 
Mean Number of Literacy Skill Areas in Which 
Students Are Instructed Out of a Possible 8
Primary Intermediate
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These data were also analyzed to determine in which of the eight skill areas 
teachers were most likely to spend their instructional time (see Table 21).  Notable 
differences could be seen in how primary and intermediate level teachers spent their 
instructional time.  Primary students were most likely to be instructed in the areas of 
―book awareness‖ (89.8%) and ―letter identification‖ (89.8%).  They were least likely to 
be instructed in ―phonics‖ (61.2%) and ―fluency‖ (57.1%).  For intermediate students, 
there were four skill categories (phonics, sight words, comprehension, and vocabulary) 
that were similar in their frequency of instruction (ranging from 68.3 to 73.2%), 
representing the skills that are most likely to be taught at the intermediate level.  
Intermediate students were least likely to be instructed in ―fluency‖ (29.3%) and ―letter 
identification‖ (36.6%).  These findings are in line with what would be expected for the 
skill level of students in primary and intermediate classrooms. 
Table 21
f % f % f %
Book Awareness 44 89.8 24 58.5 68 75.6
Sight Words 33 67.3 30 73.2 63 70.0
Comprehension 32 65.3 29 70.7 61 67.8
Vocabulary 32 65.3 28 68.3 60 66.7
Letter Identification 44 89.8 15 36.6 59 65.6
Phonics 30 61.2 28 68.3 58 64.4
Phonological Awareness 35 71.4 23 56.1 58 64.4
Fluency 28 57.1 12 29.3 40 44.4
Total 49  41  90  
Percent of Students Instructed in Each Identified Area of Literacy 
Primary Intermediate All 
* Data sorted from most frequent to least
 
Comprehensive instructional programming in the area of literacy takes place 
throughout the school day, not just during the designated instructional time.  As one 
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teacher puts it, students in the ELS program need to be ―soaked‖ in literacy instruction 
for the instruction to be effective.  Teachers responding to the survey were asked whether 
literacy instruction (formal and informal) was provided throughout the school day for 
none, few, half, many, or all of their students.  The majority of teachers reported 
providing instruction throughout the school day for ―all‖ of their students (84.6%), with 
the other 15.4% reporting that instruction occurred throughout the day for ―many‖ of 
their students (see Table 22).  Primary and intermediate teachers responded similarly to 
this question. 
Table 22
f % f % f %
None of my Students 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Few 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 1 14.3 1 16.7 2 15.4
All of my Students 6 85.7 5 83.3 11 84.6
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom Literacy 
Instruction is Provided Throughout the School Day 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
The survey data suggest that teachers in the ELS program are providing 
instruction in a variety of literacy skills across the school day, indicating that they are 
providing comprehensive and integrated instruction.  Qualitative data provide additional 
support for this conclusion.  More specifically, one of the themes that emerged from the 
qualitative data analysis was the importance of providing comprehensive and integrated 
instruction.  Teachers, parents, and support staff frequently identified the importance of 
providing literacy instruction that did not occur in isolation, but rather was integrated into 
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a student’s school day.  They also placed emphasis on instruction that did not drill 
students on individual skills, but rather provided instruction, or at least exposure, in many 
skill areas, despite the student’s ability.  For example, one teacher described her literacy 
instruction in the following way:   
You would see a balanced literacy program of all the components of Balanced 
Literacy: writing; working with words; phonics; group instruction, you know, 
guided reading; independent reading, you know, lots and lots of printed materials, 
printed material with visual supports.   
Another teacher described her perspective on comprehensive and integrated instruction 
when she emphasized the importance of providing exposure in a variety of skill areas, 
including higher level skills, despite student ability: ―Like just because they don’t have 
/b/ /b/ /n/ /n/ [making the letter sounds], you know, like the kids that don’t have those 
sounds?  Doesn’t mean that we don’t expose them to multi-syllable words and more 
advanced vocabulary.‖ 
 It is important to note that at least two teachers reported feeling like the ELS 
program does not adequately emphasize comprehensive and integrated literacy 
instruction and instead promotes isolated skill instruction.  As one teacher stated: 
But I feel like that the whole ELS push, when you talk about that, I don’t think 
that there’s a push for literacy in general; it’s just skills.  Skills, skills, skills.  It’s 
not talking about what students do learn in a reading program.  They learn about 
the author, they explore this, they explore the genre, they explore the concepts in 
literature.  Which, it’s all just, teach them a sound and teach them how to blend. 
 229 
Some teachers expressed their feelings that the Direct Instruction programs that were 
identified as the core instructional programs in ELS classrooms reinforce this message of 
skill instruction in isolation.  One teacher also reported feeling like the program places 
too much emphasis on ―drills‖ and ―goal work,‖ which in her opinion do not generalize to 
other settings or link to other areas of literacy development.  
 Literacy instruction in the primary and intermediate classrooms of the ELS 
program appears to be comprehensive and integrated throughout the school day.  
Students at the primary level receive instruction in an average of 5.7 of 8 areas of 
literacy, which is most likely to include instruction in book awareness and letter 
identification.  Students at the intermediate level receive instruction in an average of 4.6 
of 8 areas of literacy, which is most likely to include instruction in phonics, sight words, 
comprehension, and vocabulary.  The importance of comprehensive literacy instruction 
that is integrated throughout the school day was a theme that emerged from the 
qualitative data analysis.  However, some teachers believe that the ELS program and the 
literacy initiative are not promoting instruction that is integrated, feeling that these 
programs instead place emphasis on discrete skill instruction.   
Direct and Systematic Instruction   
Several data sources were examined to determine the extent to which ELS 
teachers are providing systematic and direct instruction in the area of literacy, including 
questions taken from the teacher survey and qualitative data collected as part of the focus 
group interviews.  The surveys included a question that asked teachers whether they had 
a designated time for literacy instruction in their schedule for none, some, half, many, or 
all of their students (see Table 23).  Twelve out of 13 of the respondents indicated that 
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they have a designated time for literacy instruction in the schedule every day for ―all‖ of 
their students, and the remaining teacher indicated that she did for ―many‖ of her 
students.  These data suggest that teachers are scheduling time to provide direct 
instruction in the area of literacy. 
Table 23
f % f % f %
None of my Students 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Few 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
All of my Students 6 85.7 6 100.0 12 92.3
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom There is a 
Designated Time in the Schedule for Literacy Instruction Every 
Day 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 One intended outcome of the ELS Literacy Initiative was an increase in direct and 
systematic literacy instruction in the ELS program through the identification of a core 
literacy program.  Two Direct Instruction programs, Reading Mastery and Language for 
Learning, were selected as the core instructional programs for literacy and language.  All 
primary and intermediate classrooms have copies of these programs.  The extent to which 
these programs are being used for literacy instruction in the ELS program is reported on 
in ―Question 7,‖ this chapter. For the purposes of answering the current evaluation 
question, it suffices to say that teachers report that the DI programs are currently being 
used for ―few‖ of their students (see Table 26).  When teachers are not using these 
programs, it is difficult to determine the extent to which the instruction that is taking 
place is systematic and direct.  However, determining that the majority of teachers do 
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have a set time in their schedules to provide literacy instruction for all of their students is 
an important indicator that direct instruction in literacy is taking place.    
Data to Inform Instructional Planning  
Two of the desired short-term outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative were that 
every student would have a written instructional plan in the area of literacy and that 
teachers would increase their use of data when engaging in instructional planning.  
Teachers completing the survey were asked whether they had written instructional plans 
for none, few, half, most, or all of their students.  The responses to this question were 
varied, with half of the respondents indicating that they had a written literacy 
instructional plan for ―none‖ or ―few‖ of their students and the other half reporting that 
they had a written literacy instructional plan for ―many‖ or ―all‖ of their students (see 
Table 24).  Primary and intermediate teachers displayed a similar pattern of responses.  It 
is clear from these data that the desired outcome of all students having a written 
instructional plan has not been obtained, and that some teachers do not have written plans 
for any of their students.  Only two teachers responding to the survey reported that they 
had written instructional plans for ―all‖ of their students.  
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Table 24
f % f % f %
None of my Students 1 14.3 2 40.0 3 25.0
Few 2 28.6 1 20.0 3 25.0
About Half 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Many 3 42.9 1 20.0 4 33.3
All of my Students 1 14.3 1 20.0 2 16.7
Total 7 100.0 5 100.0 12 100.0
Teacher Report of the Number of Students for Whom There is a 
Written Instructional Plan 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 The degree to which teachers in the ELS program are using data to inform their 
instructional decision making is discussed in depth under ―Question 8,‖ this chapter.  An 
analysis of the data suggests that teachers in the ELS program usually or always use data 
when developing their instructional plans and determining when changes need to be made 
to those plans.  When asked about which sources of data they find most helpful when 
making these decisions, teachers reported that the data resources that have been made 
available through the ELS Literacy Initiative (i.e., literacy benchmark data, mastery tests 
in the curriculum, and information on the literacy tracking form) were the three least 
helpful data sources.  The data sources that teachers find most helpful include IEP goal 
data and ―other‖ data sources.  Teachers also rated the helpfulness of two other sources of 
data: informal teacher observations and discrete trial data.   
 With regard to answering the current evaluation question, and specifically the use 
of written instructional plans and data to drive instructional decisions, teachers clearly 
fall short of having a written literacy plan for all students, and while they appear to be 
using data to help them make instructional decisions, they are not finding the data sources 
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that have been made available through the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative 
particularly helpful.   
Broad Definition of Literacy   
Downing (2006) suggested a broad and inclusive definition of reading and 
literacy for students with moderate to severe disabilities that includes not only reading 
and comprehending connected text, but also all communication, encompassing all 
activities related to learning about and sharing information with others.  In this sense, 
literacy means reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  One of the themes that emerged 
through the qualitative data analysis was that of a strong connection between literacy and 
language.  It clearly shows that when students are learning their letter sounds and 
answering comprehension questions, they are working on reading and literacy skills.  
However, for nonverbal students, or students who are at the beginner or pre-emergent 
developmental levels of reading, it is not always so clear when they are working on 
literacy skills.  However, these students are almost always working on their expressive or 
receptive language skills, learning to follow a picture schedule, or identifying picture 
symbols that are on their communication devices or in their environment, all of which are 
part of literacy instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.   
 During the support staff focus group interview, participants described the 
language/literacy connection and how they are working with teachers to strengthen this 
connection in their instruction in order to improve student outcomes.  For example, as 
one support staff member described,  
I go in and I try telling people who are saying ―We don’t really do reading,‖ wait 
a second, they are following a schedule.  You are asking them to match symbols 
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to words.  You are asking for them to show comprehension of that word by 
matching it to the symbol.  So making people more sensitive to the fact that 
everything that you guys just talked about is totally what literacy is.   
One speech and language pathologist also identified the connection when she described 
how all of the materials and visual supports that she uses to support language in the 
classroom build literacy, whether she is using words, pictures, or following a schedule.  
One teacher during the intermediate teacher focus group interview reinforced this idea 
when she expressed a desire to work more with the speech and language pathologist: 
Idealistically I would like to see more of the speech pathologist involved in 
literacy. I think that would be great because they go so well hand-in-hand.  You 
know, I think, umm, just planning together, attacking concepts together . . . I think 
would be kinda cool.     
One area of improvement that was mentioned by a support staff member involved 
strengthening the instructional connection between student language/vocabulary skills 
and reading comprehension.  A number of students in the ELS program are able read 
connected texts that are at a much higher level than they are able to comprehend with 
their limited language skills.  One support staff member believes this connection is not 
being adequately emphasized, saying, 
I think we need more professional development in how the language skills support 
reading skills.  I think that a lot of times teachers look at them as two different 
things.  There’s reading comprehension and then there’s language.  And the 
speech pathologist will focus on the language and I’ll work on reading 
comprehension, but 90% of the time they go hand-in-hand. 
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Defining literacy broadly and recognizing the connection between language skills 
and literacy skills is the best practice in literacy instruction for students with moderate to 
severe disabilities.  It appears as if some staff members in the ELS program embrace a 
broad definition of literacy and recognize the importance of this connection, working to 
strengthen this connection through collaboration and discussion.  However, from the 
comments made by support staff, it appears as if there is room for improvement in this 
area and that additional professional development around the language/literacy 
connection may be needed.   
Incorporating AAC and Technology   
Many students in the ELS program have special needs that require the use of 
technology for them to fully access instruction, ranging from augmentative and 
alternative communication (AAC) devices to computer programs with touch-screen 
access or modified keyboards.  When considering literacy instruction for this population 
of students, it is necessary to incorporate those technologies that allow them to access the 
instruction.  Teachers and support staff reported using technology to support instruction 
in a variety of ways.  For example, one teacher described how she uses technology to 
differentiate her group lessons.  By using devices that play pre-recorded messages when 
struck with a hand or other part of the body or by using students’ personal AAC devices, 
all students are able to participate in the group lesson by answering questions, making 
choices, etc.  A speech and language pathologist described how she incorporates literacy 
instruction into students’ communication devices.  When a teacher asks her which sight 
words should be selected for their IEP goal, she reported, 
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The first thing I do is look at their device.  Well, what are you expecting them to 
say using their device?  If you are expecting them to say these things then these 
should be their sight words.  Let’s look at the ones that are the most functional 
that they are going to use in the most contexts . . .  
 Several teachers mentioned computer software programs that are available to 
support literacy instruction in the classroom—specifically, IntelliKeys and Classroom 
Suite.  IntelliKeys is a keyboard that provides access for students with physical, visual, or 
cognitive disabilities who have difficulty using a standard keyboard. The keyboard can be 
adapted for instruction by using overlays that are created by teachers.  Classroom Suite is 
an interactive instructional program that was designed to be accessed by any type of 
learner through alternative keyboard and switch inputs.  Teachers generally commented 
on the benefits of using such programs to support instruction, but they frequently referred 
to the additional time and training it takes to use them effectively in the classroom.  As 
one teacher stated, 
I’ve been to some of the [technology] trainings and they’re so great when you’re 
sitting there and then you walk out and it seems like such a huge thing and I never 
get to it. So, one of my suggestions for training in general. . . . If we basically got 
trained, and then sometime that same week we got a whole day to just knock out 
and just do it.  Set it all up. 
Several teachers commented that the new version of Classroom Suite helps to eliminate 
some of the preparation time that other technology supports require by having pre-made 
materials available for download.  Other teachers specifically mentioned the ―make-and-
take‖ professional development sessions offered through the ELS program as another 
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way to overcome the barriers to using technology.  These workshops train the teachers in 
how to use the specific programs and then allow time during the training to use the 
program and begin to create materials that are ready to use in the classroom the next day.  
Teachers were universally enthusiastic and appreciative of the make-and-take 
professional development opportunities.  
 Interestingly, when asked how the ELS program could improve literacy outcomes 
for students, two parents specifically mentioned technology.  As stated by one parent, 
―More training and support to make sure each child has a program he or she can be 
successful with.  In some cases this means the use of more technology besides a child’s 
own communication device, such as Intellikeys.‖  Another parent commented, ―Teachers 
and assistants need more support to work with assistive technology. More could be done 
with technology to help support children with motor delays.‖  Based on these data, it 
appears that there is room for improvement with regard to incorporating and taking 
advantage of technology to support literacy instruction in ELS classrooms.  The 
technology that is available to support instruction is vast and constantly changing, and 
constant professional development is required for teachers to be fully aware of what is 
available and to gain the knowledge and experience to be able to use the available 
technologies.  
Instructional Individualization   
One theme that emerged through the qualitative data analysis was that of 
instructional individualization.  Teachers reported individualizing student instruction in a 
variety of different ways, including making adaptations and modifications to instructional 
programs, finding instructional strategies that interest and engage a child, and making 
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instruction personal by connecting the content to real-life events.  For example, one 
teacher who is using the Reading Mastery program with two of her students has found 
that she has to significantly modify the instructional delivery of the program to engage 
her students.  For one student, she has incorporated bouncing a ball back and forth to 
practice the letter sounds, and she allows another child to choose between two books to 
read after completing a portion of a lesson.  While these modifications take up a portion 
of the instructional delivery time, the teacher is getting students engaged, which is 
essential for students to learn.  Teachers also reported making the instruction more 
meaningful, through practices such as selecting words that are relevant in a student’s life 
for sight word lists, or creating books about the community that incorporate places where 
that particular student goes on a regular basis.   
Teachers in the ELS program make a great effort to individualize the instruction 
for their students, all of which is done to make the instruction more accessible for the 
students and increase their motivation to learn.  Teachers clearly have the best interest of 
the children in mind and are working hard to provide effective instruction.  Of course, all 
of this individualization requires additional time and effort, which has been identified as a 
barrier to implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative (see discussion under ―Question 
2‖ and ―Question 3,‖ this chapter).  
Summary   
The current evaluation question asks to what degree literacy instruction in the 
ELS program is aligned with best practices.  The data suggest that students are receiving 
comprehensive literacy instruction that takes place throughout the school day.  It provides 
evidence that some students are receiving direct and systematic instruction, particularly 
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those students who are participating in the identified core curriculum.  However, for 
those students for whom the core curriculum is not appropriate, it is difficult to determine 
the degree to which their instruction is direct and systematic.  It appears as if teachers are 
falling short when it comes to having a written instructional plan for every student, but 
teachers do report using data to inform their instructional decision making.  The sources 
of data that are used for this purpose vary, but teachers mainly depend on data such as 
IEP goal progress data and informal teacher observations.  Data suggest that most 
teachers and staff in the ELS program have embraced a broad definition of literacy and 
recognize the strong connection between language and literacy.  Teachers describe using 
some computer programs and other technologies to support literacy instruction, but 
improvements can be made in this area.  Finally, teachers report individualizing literacy 
instruction for students based on student need.  Based on these data, it appears as though 
many students in the ELS program are receiving literacy instruction that is aligned with 
best practices, but that instruction for some students, especially those who are nonverbal 
or who are at the beginner and novice stages of literacy development, can be improved.  
Question 7: To What Extent do Students in the ELS Program Have Access to 
Appropriate, Research-Based Literacy Instruction as Reported by Teachers? 
One of the desired outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative is for literacy 
instruction in the program to be more closely aligned with the research base on effective 
literacy instruction for students with disabilities.  One of the primary ways the initiative 
has addressed this intended outcome was through the introduction a core literacy 
instructional program.  The other was through the creation of the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence.   
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Prior to the ELS Literacy Initiative, the ELS program lacked a core curriculum in 
the area of reading.  Each student’s literacy programming was individualized, and the 
content of that programming varied widely within the program.  One major change with 
the ELS Literacy Initiative was the identification and purchase of a core language and 
reading program.  The curriculum selected for the initiative included two Direct 
Instruction programs, Language for Learning and Reading Mastery, the first of which 
targets language development and vocabulary, and the second of which targets phonemic 
awareness, phonics, and fluency.  While somewhat limited, researchers studying the use 
of Direct Instruction programs to teach language and reading to students with low 
incidence disabilities have found positive outcomes (Bracey, Maggs, & Morath, 1975; 
Bradford, Alberto, Houchins, Shippen, & Flores, 2006; Flores, Shippen, Alberto, & 
Crowe, 2004; Gregory & Warburton, 1983; Maggs & Morath, 1976).  The identified 
Direct Instruction programs were selected as the program’s core curriculum because of 
(a) the research support for the programs, (b) the structured and predictable nature of the 
instruction within the programs, and (c) the positive results realized from piloting the 
programs.  As part of the literacy initiative, a curriculum set was purchased for every 
primary and intermediate classroom.  
 Another curricular resource provided through the initiative to all primary and 
intermediate teachers was the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence.  The ELS Literacy 
Scope and Sequence is a document that was created in order to guide teacher instruction 
in the area of reading.  The document identifies the stages of literacy development 
(novice, beginner, early to upper emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven 
different areas of literacy (concepts of print, letter identification, phonemic awareness, 
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phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension, and writing).  The ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence discusses assessment strategies and instructional recommendations, and it 
serves as an instructional resource for all students.  The ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence reflects current research on effective literacy instruction and was specifically 
designed to address the unique needs of students with moderate to severe disabilities.  
Along with this document, teachers also received corresponding instructional and 
assessment resources that came in the form of a binder series.  These resources were 
developed and organized to complement the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence.   
 To answer the current evaluation question, several data sources were examined, 
including the teacher survey.  Teachers who completed the survey were asked to rate the 
degree to which they agreed with the statement that the students in their classrooms have 
access to appropriate, research-based literacy instruction (see Table 25).  The majority of 
teachers (69.2%) indicated that they ―agree‖ with the statement that the students in their 
classrooms have access to appropriate, research-based literacy instruction, and the 
remaining 30.8% indicated that they ―strongly agree‖ with the statement. The pattern of 
responses was similar between primary and intermediate teachers.  Clearly teachers feel 
that their students have access to research-based instruction, which is an important 
outcome of the ELS Literacy Initiative.     
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Table 25
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Agree 5 71.4 4 66.7 9 69.2
Strongly Agree 2 28.6 2 33.3 4 30.8
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Agreement with the Statement That the Students in 
Their Classroom Have Access to Appropriate, Research-Based 
Literacy Instruction  
Primary Intermediate All 
 
All primary and intermediate teachers in the ELS program have copies of the 
identified core curriculum as well as the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence, and teachers 
completing the survey reported that the students in their classrooms have access to 
appropriate research-based instruction.  The next important step to answering the current 
evaluation question was to determine whether the Direct Instruction programs and ELS 
Literacy Scope and Sequence were being actually being used to instruct students.  On the 
teacher survey, teachers were given a list of instructional resources in their classrooms 
and were asked to indicate the number of students with whom they were using the 
materials, with response options ranging from ―none of my students‖ to ―all of my 
students‖ (see Table 26).   
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Table 26
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
Teacher created materials 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5 5.0 5 5
Literacy websites for students 3.9 2 5 3.6 2 5 3.8 2 5
Literacy websites for teachers 4.2 2 5 3.0 1 5 3.6 1 5
Reading A to Z materials 3.1 1 5 3.2 2 5 3.2 1 5
ELS Scope and Sequence Binders 3.1 1 5 1.8 1 4 2.5 1 5
Reading Mastery 2.1 1 4 2.7 2 4 2.4 1 4
Language for Learning 2.4 1 4 2.3 1 4 2.4 1 4
Wilson (adapted) 1.3 1 2 1.8 1 3 1.5 1 3
Meville to Weville 1.7 1 5 1.0 1 1 1.4 1 5
Average 3.0 2.7 2.9
Mean Teacher Ratings of Number of Students for Whom They Use Specific Instructional Resources 
Where 1 = None of My Students and 5 = All of My Students 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
Use of Direct Instruction Programs   
Of the nine instructional resources that were identified on the survey, Reading 
Mastery and Language for Learning ranked sixth and
 
seventh respectively in terms of the 
mean rating of the number of students with whom teachers were using the program (see 
Table 26).  The mean rating for both curricular resources was 2.4, which suggests that 
most teachers are using the programs for ―few‖ of their students.  Data suggest that 
intermediate teachers are using the Reading Mastery program (M = 2.7) with slightly 
more students than the primary teachers (M = 2.1).  The ratings for use of the Language 
for Learning program were more similar between primary and intermediate teachers.  
Two (of 13) teachers reporting using Reading Mastery for ―none‖ of their students, and 
three teachers reported using Language for Learning for ―none‖ of their students.  
Because the Direct Instruction programs require that students have a certain level of 
prerequisite skills for appropriate participation in the program (e.g., can orally repeat 
small phrases, can respond on cue, etc.), it is not expected that teachers be able to use 
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these two programs with all, or even half, of the students in their classrooms. However, 
the expectation is that the programs will be used as a core curriculum and that as many 
students as possible will be placed into the programs. 
Qualitative data provide some additional insight as to how teachers are using the 
Direct Instruction programs in their classrooms and possible reasons for why they are 
using or not using the programs.  In their comments, some teachers recognized that the 
Direct Instruction programs are one component of a comprehensive instructional program 
in the area of literacy and should not be the only instructional resource/strategy used 
when providing instruction in literacy.  As one teacher stated, ―I think that Reading 
Mastery is like one component of it all.  It’s a nice way to start when it comes to teaching 
phonics skills, you know, but it’s not literacy.  It’s just one component of it.‖  Of the 
teachers who are using Reading Mastery and Language for Learning in their classrooms, 
they cited several reasons for doing so, including the benefit of having a program that is 
ready to use and therefore does not require time to create it; the opportunity to have TAs 
in their classrooms deliver the instruction, since the Direct Instruction programs are 
scripted; and the fact that teachers and TAs have ready access to training in the use of the 
program.  Teachers also reported on reasons that they may not be using the Direct 
Instruction programs for literacy instruction for some or all of their students.  One teacher 
cited the instructional delivery as a barrier for use, stating, ―Not to rip on Direct 
Instruction, but it takes the creativity out of it.  It takes the impromptu modifications that 
are necessary for our kids to learn out of literacy instruction.‖  A support staff member 
commenting on the lack of use Direct Instruction programs in some ELS classrooms 
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suggested that the administrators in the ELS program take more of a stance on the 
expectation of the use of the programs.   
One of the most frequently mentioned factors for not using the Direct Instruction 
programs was the fact that the programs can only be used with verbal students.  Teachers 
across the board are frustrated with the lack of research-based instructional resources for 
students who are non-verbal or are not developmentally ready to participate in a 
structured program.  As one teacher stated:  
No, seriously, because if you only have Direct Instruction for our verbal kids and 
I have a class of five nonverbal kids, so then really, I am making up stuff.  That’s 
where I’m at.  I mean, I . . . have a foundation of what we need, but it’s a lot of 
work. 
Use of ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence   
The ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence binders were ranked
 
fifth of the nine 
instructional resources for frequency of use by teachers and had an average usage rating 
of 2.5, which suggests that most teachers are using the resource with ―few‖ of their 
students.  Five (of 13) teachers reported using this resource with ―none‖ of their students, 
and three teachers reported using this resource with ―all‖ of their students.  There was a 
difference in the use of the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence binders between the levels, 
with the primary teachers having an average rating of 3.1 (equivalent to ―about half‖) for 
use of this resource with their students and the intermediate teachers only having an 
average rating of 1.8 for this resource.  The ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence and 
corresponding binders had been developed as an instructional resource that could be used 
to help guide and develop instruction for all students in the ELS classroom.  Therefore, 
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the average teacher rating of 2.5 and the fact that five teachers reported not using the 
resource at all falls well below the desired level of use for this particular resource.   
During a focus group interview, one primary teacher commented on why she has 
found the use of the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence helpful in her instructional 
planning: 
This year is the first year where I was looking at goals for next year.  I’m like, 
where they should go next.  Cause I was like, okay, they have their letter sounds,; 
they have this. Like, what’s the next thing?  And so that this year the first time I 
kind of referenced it [the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence] and thinking as far as 
what’s the next step for them?  So that was helpful . . . It’s a nice big checklist for 
me to be, all right, they are here; let me move here now.  That makes more sense.  
You know?  And I wouldn’t know all of that before. I was always doing the same 
goals and kind of jumping around and seeing without really knowing, like, exactly 
what the progression is.  So I think that helped. 
The comments from this particular teacher describe how the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence was intended to be used: as an instructional guide for identifying where to go 
next in students’ instruction based on their current skill development, and to help teachers 
identify appropriate instructional strategies once they know what skills to be working on.  
Several teachers commented on why they were not using the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence and corresponding literacy binders, and they all generally referred to the fact 
there is so much information contained in the scope and sequence and corresponding 
binders that the information is overwhelming to access.  Another teacher reported that she 
depends on the intervention specialist in her classroom to use and interpret the 
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information in the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence and binders and then to pass the 
information along to her. 
Use of Other Instructional Resources   
Other instructional resources that teachers were asked to report on regarding how 
frequently they used them for students in their classrooms included (in order of use) 
teacher-created materials (M = 5.0), literacy websites for students (M = 3.8), literacy 
websites for teachers (M = 3.6), Reading A to Z (a subscription website) materials (M = 
3.2), Wilson (an adapted version of the reading program) (M = 1.5), and Meville to 
Weville (an instructional program in the primary classrooms) (M = 1.4).  A follow-up 
question on the survey asked teachers to identify other instructional resources that they 
used in their classrooms that were not on the list.  A few teachers responded to this 
question, referencing instructional resources such as resources used as part of the general 
education curriculum, the Reading Milestones program, and other literacy websites for 
teachers. 
 It appears from the survey data that teachers in the ELS program continue to rely 
heavily on resources such as teacher-created materials and web-based instructional 
programs and resources when providing literacy instruction in their classrooms.  A 
support staff person corroborated this finding during a focus group interview when she 
stated: 
Where they’re not really able to find pre-made materials that are age appropriate, 
have enough repetition, and are at the right level for the student, they make a lot 
of their own materials that allow the students to participate in different ways. 
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Teachers consistently referenced the need to use teacher-created materials to support 
instruction because of the unique learning needs of the ELS student population.  
However, teachers also commented on the time and effort that it takes to make these 
materials.  Many teachers complained on the surveys and during the focus group 
interviews about their lack of ability to share teacher-created materials among ELS staff 
members.  Because the ELS program is located in about 15 different school districts, 
instead of being in a centralized location, sharing electronic materials on a large-scale 
basis has been problematic.  Teachers view this difficulty as a significant barrier and 
expressed their desire to do more collaborative sharing of materials among ELS staff 
members.  
Summary   
The current evaluation question asked the extent to which students in the ELS 
program have access to appropriate, research-based literacy instruction.  Two specific 
resources were made available to teachers as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative in order 
to increase the degree to which instruction in the program was research-based: the Direct 
Instruction programs Reading Mastery and Language for Learning, and the ELS Literacy 
Scope and Sequence and corresponding resource binders.  Teachers in the program either 
agreed or strongly agreed that students have access to appropriate, research-based 
instruction, but their reporting of the frequency of use of the two identified resources (DI 
programs and ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence) was low compared to programmatic 
expectations.  With regard to the lower than expected use of the DI programs, ELS staff 
most commonly cited student characteristics as the primary barrier for not using the 
program, but they also cited as other possible reasons for non-use the program’s 
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instructional delivery and a perceived lack of expectation from the program 
administration that the programs would be used.  With regard to the ELS Literacy Scope 
and Sequence, teachers cited being overwhelmed by the information as the primary 
reason for non-use.   
 It appears that some students in the ELS program have access to and are being 
instructed using appropriate, research-based programs and strategies.  More specifically, 
for the students who are being instructed using the DI programs, and for those students 
whose teachers are using the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence to guide their instruction, 
there can be some confidence that these students are receiving instruction that is aligned 
with the research base on effective instruction for students with disabilities.  However, 
many students are not accessing the identified core curriculum, and teachers report low 
usage of the ELS Scope and Sequence, so it appears that for large number of students in 
the ELS program, the same conclusion cannot be made.  This does not mean that their 
literacy programs are not aligned with current research, but rather, because of the heavy 
reliance on teacher-created materials, and reliance on instructional programs that have 
little or no research support, it is difficult to determine the extent to which their 
instruction is research-based.  The largest group of students for whom this is clearly the 
case appears to be students who are nonverbal or are otherwise not able to participate in 
the identified core curriculum.  Overall, teachers in the ELS program appear to want to 
provide the best literacy instruction possible for their students and are doing their best to 
provide quality, research-aligned instruction in this area.  
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Question 8: How are Literacy Data Being Used in the Classroom and How do Teachers 
Rate Those Data Sources in Terms of Helpfulness? 
The use of a problem-solving decision-making model based on student data is 
considered to be a best-practice in delivering effective instruction (IDEA, 2004).  One of 
the desired short-term outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative was to increase the use of 
data in instructional decision making.  ELS teachers have access to a number of data 
sources in their classrooms to help plan instruction and make instructional decisions.  
Some sources of data have been put into use as part of the literacy initiative, such as the 
literacy benchmarking data that are collected on all students three times a year.  Other 
sources of data, such as progress on IEP goals and informal teacher observations, have 
always been available to teachers to support their instructional decision making.  
Stakeholders in the ELS program identified the current evaluation question with the 
intent of determining which data sources teachers found most helpful and how these data 
sources were being used to support instructional decision making in the classroom.   
 The teacher survey asked primary and intermediate teachers in the ELS program 
to report on how frequently they used data in developing student literacy instructional 
plans and how frequently they used data to make changes to those instructional plans.  
With regard to how frequently they used data to develop instructional plans for their 
students, most teachers reported "usually" (7 teachers) or "always" (5 teachers), with the 
final respondent reporting that she uses data to inform instructional plans "about half the 
time‖ (see Table 27).  When asked how frequently they used data to help them decide 
when to make instructional changes, teachers responded similarly, with 53.8% (7 
teachers) responding "usually" and 46.2% (6 teachers) responding "always‖ (see Table 
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28).  Primary and intermediate teachers responded similarly to both questions.  The 
comment of one teacher made during a focus group interview reinforces these results: 
―Data does drive my instruction.  I mean, if it’s not working, I have to change what I am 
doing.‖  Taken together, these data suggest that teachers in the ELS program feel that 
they are using data on a regular basis to inform their instruction.   
Table 27
f % f % f %
Never 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Seldom 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half the Time 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Usually 3 42.9 4 66.7 7 53.8
Always 3 42.9 2 33.3 5 38.5
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of How Often They Use Data in Developing 
Student Literacy Instructional Plans
Primary Intermediate All 
 
Table 28
f % f % f %
Never 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Seldom 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
About Half the Time 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Usually 4 57.1 3 50.0 7 53.8
Always 3 42.9 3 50.0 6 46.2
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of How Often They Use Data When Deciding to 
Make Instructional Changes
Primary Intermediate All 
 
To gather additional information about teachers’ use of data to inform instruction, 
teachers completing the survey were asked to rate how helpful they found various sources 
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of data in planning and delivering their instruction, on a scale that ranged from ―not at all 
helpful‖ to ―extremely helpful‖ with an option for ―not applicable‖ (see Table 29).  
Differences became apparent in the ratings of primary and intermediate teachers, with 
primary teachers rating the combined sources of data more helpful overall (M = 4.3) than 
intermediate teachers (M = 3.5).  However, their responses showed similar patterns.  
When the data from primary and intermediate teachers were combined, all sources of data 
received an average rating of 3.3 or higher, which would be equivalent to a rating of 
―moderately helpful‖ or greater.  The sources of data that teachers rated as the most 
helpful were ―Other Sources of Data‖ (M = 4.5) and IEP Goal Data (M = 4.4).  The IEP 
goal data are progress monitoring data that teachers collect on a frequent basis 
specifically to inform student progress on their IEP goals.  The regular collection of data 
to inform student progress on IEP goals is standard practice in the ELS program, not just 
for IEP goals related to literacy.  It is not clear from teacher responses what ―Other 
Sources of Data‖ consist of that would be different from the other choices that teachers 
were presented with on the survey.  None of the teachers clarified this point when given 
the opportunity to provide ―general comments on the use of data to support instruction‖ 
on the survey.  However, during the focus group interviews other sources of data were 
mentioned, including a published skill checklist, ―The Assessment of Basic Language 
and Learning Skills‖ (or ABLLS, a comprehensive behavioral assessment tool that 
includes sections on reading and writing).  However, little data suggests that this tool is 
widely used in the ELS program as a data source for helping to plan literacy instruction.  
The lowest rated sources of data in terms of helpfulness were ―Information on the 
Literacy Tracking Form‖ (M = 3.3), ―Mastery Tests in the Curriculum‖ (M = 3.6), and 
 253 
―Literacy Benchmark Data‖ (M = 3.6).  The literacy tracking form is completed annually 
and contains information on students’ skill development in the area of literacy.  Teachers 
are asked to rate their students’ developmental levels (novice, beginner, early to upper 
emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven different literacy skill areas.  This form 
also contains students’ literacy benchmark scores and information on their current 
instructional programming.  This form had only been in use for one school year before 
the teachers were asked to complete the survey and rate its helpfulness.  Teacher 
comments during the focus group interviews suggest that not all teachers completed the 
form directly after the first year it was in use and that on some occasions, literacy 
tracking forms were not passed on to the next teacher when students transitioned within 
the ELS program.  The mastery tests in the curriculum are the regular assessments that 
are included in the Direct Instruction programs, which not all teachers are using with 
their students.  The literacy benchmark data are curriculum-based assessments that are 
given to all students in the ELS program three times a year.  The literacy benchmark data 
and their use are discussed in depth as part of ―Question 9‖ in this chapter.    
The other two sources of data that teachers were asked to rate the helpfulness of 
included ―Informal Teacher Observations‖ and ―Discrete Trial Data,‖ which were neither 
the highest, nor the lowest rated in terms of helpfulness.  Discrete trial data are data that 
are kept on student progress when students are being instructed in a one-on-one setting 
using the discrete trial instructional method.   
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Table 29
Resource M Min Max M Min Max M Min Max
other sources of data 4.7 4 5 4.0 4 4 4.5 4 5
IEP goal data 4.7 4 5 4.0 3 5 4.4 3 5
informal teacher observations 4.3 2 5 4.3 4 5 4.3 2 5
discrete trial data 4.4 4 5 3.6 2 4 4.1 2 5
literacy benchmark data 4.0 3 5 3.0 2 4 3.6 2 5
mastery tests in the curriculum 3.9 3 5 3.2 1 4 3.6 3 5
information on literacy tracking form 3.8 2 5 2.6 2 4 3.3 2 5
Average  4.3 3.5 4.0
Mean Teacher Ratings of Helpfulness of Data Sources for Planning and Delivering Literacy 
Instruction Where 1 = Not at All Helpful and 5 = Extremely Helpful 
Primary Intermediate All 
 
 Teachers in the ELS program report either usually or always using data to create 
student instructional plans and inform decisions as to when and how those instructional 
plans should be modified.  Based on teacher ratings of helpfulness, it appears that the 
data that teachers find most helpful in the instructional decision-making process are the 
regularly collected data on IEP goal progress, informal teacher observations, and ―other 
sources of data.‖  Interestingly, these three highest rated data sources were the three 
options on the survey that had been least standardized and research-based and which have 
always been available to teachers in the ELS program, as opposed to other data sources 
such as literacy benchmark data, mastery tests in the curriculum, and information on the 
literacy tracking form (the three lowest rated data sources), which have all been 
implemented as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  One of the desired short-term 
outcomes of the literacy initiative was to increase the use of data in making instructional 
decisions, which teachers report doing on a regular basis.  However, the data sources that 
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teachers are using to inform their instruction are not those that have been made available 
through the ELS Literacy Initiative.   
Question 9: How are the Literacy Benchmark Data Being Utilized?  Are the Data 
Adequate to Support These Uses? 
Consistent literacy benchmark data have been collected on all students in the ELS 
program three times a year since the 2005–2006 school year.  The primary purpose of 
benchmarking student literacy skills has been to ensure that students are making 
consistent growth in the area of literacy and to help to indicate when instructional 
changes may be necessary.  The second potential use of the ELS literacy benchmarking 
data is program evaluation, or to determine how students overall are achieving in the area 
of literacy.  The current question was included in the evaluation in order to determine 
whether the benchmarking process has been able to meet both the needs of teachers, 
supporting instructional decision making in the classroom, and the needs of the ELS 
program administration, for use as an indicator of student outcomes.  
The collection of benchmark data is the responsibility of the intervention 
specialist in each of the ELS classrooms.  The intervention specialist collects the 
benchmark data on all students three times a year using adapted versions of curriculum-
based measurements.  The administration and scoring of all of the tools are standardized.  
Ten different assessment tools are available to use for benchmarking, ranging from tools 
that measure pre-literacy skills (i.e., Concepts of Print) through tools that measure oral 
reading fluency (i.e., R-CBM).  The intervention specialist selects the tool to use for 
benchmarking depending on the student’s skill level, measuring a skill that the student 
has not yet mastered but is expected to make growth in throughout the school year.  The 
 256 
assessment tools have been adapted to serve as accuracy-based measures, rather than 
fluency-based measures, with the exception of Reading CBM.  Furthermore, several 
administration formats based on student need are available: ―expressive‖ administration, 
―receptive‖ administration, and ―significantly altered‖ administration.   
One goal of this evaluation question was to determine how teachers were using 
the literacy benchmark data to inform their instruction in the classroom.  Two sources of 
data were examined to help answer this aspect of the evaluation question: ratings from 
the teacher survey along with qualitative data collected through the open-ended questions 
on the teacher surveys, and information shared during focus group interviews.  When 
prompted by the survey to rate the degree of helpfulness of different data sources, 
teachers rated literacy benchmark data as the second from the lowest of seven possible 
data sources, with an average rating of 3.6 out of 5 (with 1 meaning ―not at all helpful‖ 
and 5 meaning ―extremely helpful‖).  When qualitative data were examined, it was found 
that of the 56 comments made in reference to instructional planning, only two specifically 
mentioned the use of the literacy benchmark data.  Such low mention of the literacy 
benchmark data is interesting, given that intervention specialists in the ELS program have 
been expected to collect these data on all students in the program three times a year for 
the past three years.  Of the two comments that were made, one came from a teacher who 
reported that the benchmark data had not really been collected on her students for the 
current year.  An examination of the benchmark data suggested that during the 2007–
2008 school year, complete literacy benchmark data (data from all three benchmark 
periods) were collected for 79 of 108 (73.1%) of primary and intermediate students in the 
ELS program.  The same teacher further commented that during the 2005–2006 school 
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year, when the data were collected, she did not find the data helpful because of the 
narrow focus of the assessments, which prevented her from using the information to 
inform instruction.  The other comment came from an intervention specialist who 
verbally described the process of how she collected the data and shared it with her 
teachers in addition to other information about how she generally supports instructional 
planning in the classroom. From the results of the teacher survey and the qualitative data 
analysis, it appears that teachers in the ELS program may not find the literacy benchmark 
data helpful in planning and changing their instruction, given their low ratings of 
helpfulness and their sheer lack of mention of the data source when asked about the data 
that they use to drive instruction and their instructional planning process.  As described in 
―Question 8‖ earlier in this chapter, the three data sources that teachers reported as being 
most helpful included ―other sources of data,‖ ―IEP goal data,‖ and ―informal teacher 
observations‖ (see Table 29).    
The first part of the current evaluation question was used to determine how the 
literacy benchmarking data were being used, and the second was used to determine 
whether the data were adequate to support these uses.  With regard to teachers using the 
benchmark data to support instructional decision making in their classrooms, little data 
exists to suggest that teachers are using the benchmark data for this purpose.  It is 
possible that teachers are not using these data to help them make instructional decisions 
because the data are not adequate to support those types of decisions.  More specifically, 
as one teacher mentioned, the data collection process is very narrow, with data being 
collected only on one specific skill area three times a year.  If teachers are trying to use 
these data to create instructional plans, they are likely going to need additional data to 
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provide the complete picture of a student’s literacy development that will support the 
planning process.  Responses also provided little evidence that teachers are using the 
literacy benchmark data to determine when changes need to be made in their instruction.  
Again, this may be because the literacy benchmark data do not adequately support this 
type of decision making.  More specifically, the data are only collected three times a year 
(fall, winter, and spring), and teachers may need more frequent assessment of student 
progress in order to make determinations about when to change their instruction.  
Furthermore, because the majority of the literacy benchmark measures were accuracy 
based and not fluency based, they may not be as sensitive to growth as more traditional 
curriculum-based measures.  The accuracy-based nature of the assessments also creates a 
ceiling of performance for each of the measures.  Consequently, this may further limit the 
utility of the data for making frequent decisions regarding instructional strategies in the 
classroom.  As discussed in ―Question 8,‖ teachers reported finding other sources of data, 
such as IEP goal progress monitoring data and informal teacher observations, more 
helpful in planning their instruction and determining when changes must be made.  
The literacy benchmark data can also potentially be used as a programmatic 
measure of outcomes regarding the success of literacy instruction in the ELS program.  
To determine whether the literacy benchmark data could be used for this purpose, the 
current evaluator began by examining participation rates based on administration format 
in each of the benchmark tools.  (See Table 1 for the 2007–2008 literacy benchmark 
assessment participation rates.)  As discussed in ―Chapter 3,‖ in the section ―Literacy 
Benchmarking Data,‖ low numbers of students are being assessed with any given 
assessment tool, even when considering both primary and intermediate students and all 
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administration formats combined.  The low numbers of students assessed with any given 
assessment tool and within any administration format preclude the ability to use the data 
to make conclusions regarding literacy development and outcomes in the ELS program as 
a whole.  Several other problems with this data set also limit the usability of the data for 
answering questions about student outcomes in the program.  More specifically, because 
the benchmark measures are accuracy based and not fluency based, the tools do not have 
the sensitivity to growth over time that the more traditional versions have. In addition, the 
tools have a ceiling of performance (100% accuracy), whereas fluency measures have no 
such ceiling, which again limits their sensitivity to growth over time.  Finally, because 
the tools have been altered from their original format, no normative information exists to 
which student performance with the tool can be compared.  Therefore, it is difficult to 
judge what represents ―adequate progress‖ for this population of students.  It may be 
concluded that the literacy benchmarking data are not adequate to support the use of the 
data as a measure of programmatic outcomes in the area of literacy because of the 
limitations identified above.   
Question 10: To What Extent do Teachers Believe There is Instructional Continuity for 
Individual Students as They Move From One Teacher to the Next? 
 An increase in instructional consistency from one classroom to another in the ELS 
program was one of the desired intermediate outcomes, meaning it would be achieved 
within two to three years after the formal start of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  This 
evaluation question pertains to the question of whether current teachers in the ELS 
program believe that this outcome has been achieved and whether instructional continuity 
occurs from one teacher to the next.   
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On the teacher survey, teachers were asked to rate the extent to which they 
believed there was instructional continuity when students transitioned from one teacher to 
the next in the ELS program.  They were given five options ranging from ―not at all‖ to 
―to a great extent,‖ with an option for ―don’t know.‖  Interestingly, differences can be 
seen in the ways in which primary and intermediate teachers responded to this question 
(see Table 30).  The majority of the primary teachers (5 of 7) responded that they didn’t 
know the extent to which there was instructional continuity, and the other two teachers 
responded ―somewhat‖ and ―to a great extent.‖  It is important to note that four of seven 
primary teachers were new to the ELS program during the 2007–2008 school year and 
had not had any experience with transitioning students to another teacher.  The primary 
teachers also don’t typically receive students from other teachers in the ELS program.  
Rather, the students typically come to their classrooms from an early childhood program 
that may not have had a literacy program in place.  In contrast to the primary teachers, 
only one of the intermediate teachers (of 6) responded that she didn’t know the degree of 
instructional continuity that was present, and the other intermediate teachers responded 
less positively than the primary teachers who did provide a response.  More specifically, 
three intermediate teachers responded ―somewhat,‖ one responded ―moderate,‖ and the 
final teacher responded ―very little.‖  See Figure 1 for a graph of the differences in 
responses between the primary and intermediate teachers on this survey question.   
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Table 30
f % f % f %
Not at All 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Very Little 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Moderate 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Somewhat 1 14.3 3 50.0 4 30.8
To a Great Extent 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Don't Know 5 71.4 1 16.7 6 46.2
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Extent to Which There is 
Instructional Continuity When Students Transition From 
One Teacher to the Next in the ELS Program
Primary Intermediate All 
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Figure 1.  Primary (n = 7) and intermediate (n = 6) 
teachers’ ratings of the extent of instructional continuity 
from one teacher to the next in the ELS program.  
When given an opportunity to provide an open-ended response on the teacher 
survey, and when asked within the focus groups, several teachers made comments 
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regarding the instructional continuity of the program.  Interestingly, most of the 
comments made reference specifically to the use of Direct Instruction programs.  A few 
teachers expressed frustration with how instructional programs such as the Direct 
Instruction programs failed to carry over from one teacher to the next.  The comment 
from one teacher during a focus group interview illustrates this perception: 
It really bugs me because I feel like I have put a lot of time into Direct Instruction 
programs and for certain teachers that my students go to and they don’t 
necessarily use them and don’t want to use them, it’s really frustrating.  I’m just 
like, I just worked three years on making them successful and they were 
successful at this program and now they are not going to do it?  Like, that makes 
me really upset. 
In reference to improving the instructional continuity, one teacher commented that it is 
easier to transition a student who is using a Direct Instruction program, and another 
teacher suggested that her Program Supervisor (the administrator that she reports to in the 
program) has been helpful in making sure that Direct Instruction programs are carried 
over.  A comment by another teacher suggested that the administration should take more 
of a stance on the issue, stating, ―I think if they made it [instructional continuity] more of 
a requirement at NSSED. . . . like it has to be . . . I think it’s too loose.‖  In summary, the 
data suggest that while the use of instructional programs for students may have facilitated 
instructional continuity from one teacher to the next in the ELS program, there is still 
room for improvement in this area.   
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Question 11: To What Extent do Teachers Believe the Activities of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative Have Impacted the Inclusion / Integration of Students in ELS Into District 
Classrooms? 
One of the desired outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative, as identified by the 
client of the current evaluation, was the facilitation of inclusion and integration 
opportunities of students in the ELS program into their school community.  In other 
words, it was expected that if student literacy instruction in the ELS program was aligned 
with research-based practices and students were experiencing improved academic gains 
in the area of literacy, then these factors would facilitate the inclusion and integration 
process and outcomes.    
 Teachers who completed the survey were asked their opinion of the extent to 
which the literacy instruction in their classrooms had improved the inclusion/integration 
of their students into district-based classrooms.  The options ranged from ―not at all‖ to 
―to a great extent,‖ with an option for ―don’t know.‖  None of the primary or intermediate 
teachers responded ―not at all‖ or ―very little,‖ but the primary and intermediate teachers 
appeared to differ somewhat on their perceptions of the extent that inclusion/integration 
opportunities had improved (see Table 31).  More specifically, primary teachers agreed 
more overall with the statement that the instruction that had taken place in their 
classrooms has improved the integration/inclusion of their students into district 
classrooms, with the majority of primary teachers (6 of 7) responding ―to a great extent.‖  
In contrast, half of the intermediate teachers (3 of 6) responded ―moderate‖ to this 
statement, while one reported "somewhat" and another reported ―to a great extent.‖  One 
intermediate teacher responded ―don't know‖ (See Figure 2).   
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Table 31
f % f % f %
Not at All 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Very Little 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Moderate 1 14.3 3 50.0 4 30.8
Somewhat 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
To a Great Extent 6 85.7 1 16.7 7 53.8
Don't Know 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Extent to Which the Literacy 
Instruction That has Taken Place in Their Classroom has 
Improved the Inclusion / Integration of Students Into 
District Classrooms
Primary Intermediate All 
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Figure 2.  Primary (n = 7) and intermediate (n = 6) 
teachers’ ratings of the degree to which the literacy 
instruction that has taken place in their classrooms has 
improved the inclusion/integration of students into district 
classrooms. 
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 The responses that teachers provided during the focus group interviews also 
reinforced the finding that the intermediate teachers feel less positively about the impact 
of literacy instruction on integration and inclusion when compared to the primary 
teachers, and it provided some initial explanation as to why this might the case.  More 
specifically, when intermediate teachers commented on the impact on integration and 
inclusion, several of them expressed the feeling that integration and inclusion at the 
intermediate level is difficult because of the significant skill difference between the ELS 
students and their typically developing peers in grades three to five.  As one teacher 
stated, ―Like what they’re working on (in the general education classroom) is so much at 
a higher level, even if they’re making gains in your classroom, it might not impact that 
classroom.‖  None of the primary teachers referred to a gap in skill level as a barrier to 
inclusion/integration.  The gap in student skill development is likely to be greater at the 
intermediate level than at the primary level, which may help to explain why teachers at 
the intermediate level are less positive about the activities related to the ELS Literacy 
Initiative that affect integration and inclusion opportunities.   
 One factor that does appear to have a positive impact on the inclusion and 
integration of ELS students into their school communities is student behavior.  During the 
focus group interviews, several teachers indicated that one of the ways in which the 
literacy instruction in their classrooms had affected student outcomes was through an 
improvement in students’ learning behaviors.  For example, when asked about the 
positive outcomes related to the initiative, one teacher stated, ―And it might be more 
behavioral, like, before they couldn’t sit and listen to a story and now they’ll sit in a 
group and listen to a story.  So it’s more like those behaviors than being able to read the 
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story.‖  Another teacher commented on how behavioral improvements in her students, 
such as the increased ability to simply sit and listen to a story being read aloud, had 
allowed her to integrate her students more into the intermediate classroom, specifically 
when the general education teacher was doing ―read-alouds‖ in her classroom.   
 Another factor that appears to have a positive impact on the inclusion and 
integration of students into district-based classrooms is a connection between the ELS 
literacy instruction and the general education literacy curriculum in that building.  For 
example, one teacher described how she gets the Word Wall list from the general 
education teacher and then teaches the same words in the ELS classroom so that when the 
student is integrated into the general education classroom, he or she has already gained 
familiarity with the words and the integration experience becomes more meaningful.  
One theme that emerged from the qualitative data analysis process was that of instruction 
that is provided within a broader perspective.  This broader perspective can mean having 
a vision of the student’s future (e.g., to live independently) but for some teachers, the 
broader perspective was the general education perspective.  Teachers reported accessing 
the general education curriculum, using web-based resources that are intended for general 
education teachers, and attending reading conferences that are intended for general 
educators all as ways in which they gain the general education perspective.  Teachers 
who seek out the general education perspective may be better prepared to support the 
integration and inclusion of their students into general education classrooms.  
During the initial client interview, the program administrator expressed a desire 
that with the use of Direct Instruction programs, the students in the ELS program could 
be included within some of the district’s special education programs that were using the 
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same Direct Instruction programs.  Currently there is little evidence that this is 
happening.  One teacher commented that some of her students are going to the district’s 
resource classroom for some of their literacy instruction, but this decision had been made 
based more on students’ reading skill levels than on the program they were being 
instructed in.  Conversely, another teacher who reported using the Direct Instruction 
programs in her classroom stated that she would like to send her students to receive 
literacy instruction in the district’s resource classroom, but the resource classroom is 
currently using a completely different curriculum.  Based on these teacher comments, 
little evidence shows that use of Direct Instruction programs has facilitated cross-
instruction between the ELS classroom and the district-based special education programs. 
In summary, all teachers who responded to the survey rated that 
integration/inclusion had at least improved to a ―moderate‖ extent, with the majority 
reporting ―to a great extent‖ because of the literacy instruction that had taken place in 
their classrooms.  However, teachers at the primary level rated the extent to which 
integration and inclusion had improved more positively than teachers at the intermediate 
level.  Based on the responses of teachers during the focus groups, this disparity may be 
due to the significant skill difference between the ELS students and the general education 
students at the intermediate level.  Two factors that appear to facilitate integration and 
inclusion opportunities are a connection to the general education curriculum when 
providing instruction in the ELS classroom and improvement in students’ learning 
behaviors, such as being able to sit and listen to a story.  There is no evidence at this time 
that the use of Direct Instruction programs in the ELS classroom has facilitated the 
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inclusion of ELS students in district-based resource programs for their literacy 
instruction.   
Question 12: To What Extent do Teachers and Parents Believe the Activities of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative Have Impacted Generalization of Literacy Skills to the Home? 
One of the desired intermediate outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative was that 
students would not only be able to acquire and demonstrate literacy skills in the 
classroom, but that these skills would transfer over to new settings such as the home or 
community.  Stakeholders in the program identified the current evaluation question in 
order to determine if this generalization of literacy skills had taken place.  Also reported 
in this section are parents’ levels of satisfaction with the communication taking place 
between home and school, how parents are supporting literacy instruction in the home, 
and the impact of parent participation on literacy instruction and student outcomes.   
 The teacher and parent surveys both asked respondents to rate their opinions on 
the extent to which literacy skills gained in the classroom had generalized to the home 
setting.  The majority of teachers (46.2%) responded "somewhat" to the statement that 
the literacy skills that students had worked on in their classrooms had generalized to the 
home setting.  23.1% responded ―moderate‖ to this statement, and 23.1% responded ―to a 
great extent.‖  Only one teacher responded ―don't know‖ (see Table 32).  Parents were 
more positive in their ratings of the extent to which they had seen skills carry over to the 
home setting, with the majority of the parents responding ―to a great extent‖ (50.0%).  
The opinions of the remaining parents were diverse, with 19.2% responding ―somewhat,‖ 
15.4% responding ―moderate,‖ 7.7% responding ―very little,‖ and 7.7% responding ―not 
at all‖ (see Table 33). 
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Table 32
f % f % f %
Not at All 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Very Little 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Moderate 2 28.6 1 16.7 3 23.1
Somewhat 3 42.9 3 50.0 6 46.2
To a Great Extent 2 28.6 1 16.7 3 23.1
Don't Know 0 0.0 1 16.7 1 7.7
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Report of the Extent to Which the Literacy Skills 
That They Have Worked on in Their Classroom Have 
Generalized to the Home Setting
Primary Intermediate All 
 
Table 33
f %
Not at All 2 7.7
Very Little 2 7.7
Moderate 4 15.4
Somewhat 5 19.2
To a Great Extent 13 50.0
Don't Know 0 0.0
Total 26 100.0
Parent Report of the Extent to Which the Literacy 
Skills That Their Child has Gained in the School 
Setting Have Carried Over to the Home Setting
 
 Parents were asked to explain their ratings of the extent to which skills had carried 
over to the home setting.  An analysis of this follow-up question suggested that parents 
who stated that literacy skills had generalized to the home setting ―to a great extent‖ 
identified a variety of skill areas in which they had seen improvements in the home 
setting, such as identifying sight words, sounding out new words, identifying letters and 
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letter sounds, demonstrating increased interest in books and reading, using increased 
expressive and receptive vocabulary, and demonstrating an increased desire to 
communicate.  Parents who were less favorable in their rating of the degree to which they 
had seen carryover (i.e., ―very little‖ or ―not at all‖) generally reported that their children 
were not making as much progress in the area of literacy as they would have liked to 
have seen.  However, one parent who did report ―very little‖ generalization to the home 
setting was more specific and suggested that ―teachers and assistants need more support 
to work with assistive technology.  More could be done with technology to help support 
children with motor delays.‖ 
 Parents of students in the ELS program were also asked to rate their levels of 
satisfaction with the communication between the home and school regarding literacy 
instruction.  The majority of parents reported being either ―satisfied‖ or ―very satisfied‖ 
(56.0%), and 20.0% of the parents were either ―dissatisfied‖ or ―very dissatisfied‖ with 
the communication.  The remaining 24.0% of parents were ―neutral‖ on the topic (see 
Table 34). This question was important because while communication between home and 
school does not guarantee the generalization of skills, good communication can increase 
the likelihood of generalization.  When parents were asked to comment on the 
communication between themselves and their children’s teachers, those who were 
satisfied cited reasons why they were satisfied that included the teacher’s initiative to 
communicate, seeing the schoolwork at home, having a system for communication (e.g., 
a notebook), maintaining frequent communication, and having a common understanding 
of the child’s needs.  Those parents who reported dissatisfaction cited reasons such as 
frustration that a certain program was or was not being used, differences in opinion on 
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how instruction in literacy should proceed, infrequent communication, and 
communication that occurred only when initiated by the parent.  While the majority of 
parents appear to be satisfied with the current communication between home and school, 
there appears to be some room for improvement in this area, especially given that 20% of 
parents responding to the survey reported being ―dissatisfied‖ or ―very dissatisfied.‖  One 
parent commented on the survey:  
Improvement will vary individually based on each student’s abilities or 
handicaps.  The best way to improve literacy is to improve communication 
through the ELS teacher and SLP and the parents and to constantly update and 
revise literacy goals for the child. 
This comment describes the ideal relationship between the parents and the school staff 
and identifies how communication can affect student outcomes.  
Table 34
f %
Very Dissatisfied 2 8.0
Dissatisfied 3 12.0
Neutral 6 24.0
Satisfied 8 32.0
Very Satisfied 6 24.0
Total 25 100.0
Parent Rating of Satisfaction Regarding 
Communication With Their Child's 
Teacher Around Literacy Instruction 
 
 On the survey, parents were asked to comment on how they support literacy 
instruction at home in order to facilitate the generalization of skills.  Parents reported 
supporting literacy in a variety of ways, such as through reading books with their children 
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every day, having books around the house that are of interest to their children, 
subscribing to magazines that increase their children’s interest in reading, encouraging 
their children to explore and read books on their own, and regularly going to the library.  
Some parents also reported working on specific skills at home, such as sounding out 
words, reviewing flashcards of sight words, typing words on the computer, reinforcing 
language and vocabulary, and encouraging the use of their children’s communication 
devices.  Several parents mentioned reinforcing literacy skills across the day and across 
settings, such as sounding out words on menus in restaurants or reading signs in the 
community.  One parent even reported delivering the Direct Instruction program that is 
being used in school on a nightly basis at home in order to give the child an additional 
dose of that instruction.  Several parents also reported that their children were receiving 
additional tutoring outside of school through private providers who were reinforcing 
literacy skills.  Parents in the ELS program are clearly invested in their children’s 
education, valuing literacy instruction and demonstrating their willingness to support this 
instruction at home. 
 One theme that emerged from the parent surveys and from comments that 
teachers made on the surveys and in the focus groups involved the issue of homework.  
One parent reported on the impact that homework has had on her son’s reading, stating,  
The results of early targeted supplemental homework in reading and reading 
comprehension is remarkable.  There is no other word.  When our son came in to 
demonstrate at our IEP, the administrative staff asked if he really was reading or 
if it was staged.  He is diagnosed as moderate on the autism spectrum and went 
from struggling with his alphabet to reading in less than one year. 
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One teacher agreed with the power of ―homework‖ when it comes to having an impact on 
student outcomes:   
I think that the parents that do work with their kids . . . I see a big difference.  
Like with the one student, because now he is reading over last year he could not 
read.  And with what I am doing and with they’re doing at home, he’s just come a 
long way.  And in other parents, I have taught them to read; they are reading but 
they won’t do it at home.  And I know I could . . . they could really improve 
quicker, but they won’t do it.  So you can see a big difference with parents who 
support.   
When asked how they are supporting literacy instruction at home, several parents 
reported homework as one way that they were supporting literacy instruction.  When 
asked what the ELS program could do to improve the literacy outcomes of students, 
several parents suggested that more work be sent home to be completed.  It is possible 
that parents would like ―homework‖ to be sent home because they need more direction in 
how to support literacy instruction.  In contrast, one parent did report wanting less 
homework to be sent home, suggesting that it is too difficult to complete it with two 
working parents.   
During the focus group interviews, some of the teachers reported sending work 
home on a regular basis while others commented on the difficulty of sending work home.  
Based on the comments, the teachers who did send work home sent worksheets that were 
tied directly to the instructional program they were using with a particular student in the 
classroom, and the teachers who did not send work home viewed homework as requiring 
additional time and work that they did not have in their school day in order to 
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individualize more materials to send home with students.  Based on these comments, it is 
possible that the use of a program to instruct reading can support the generalization of 
skills at home by facilitating homework preparation.   
One of the themes that emerged through the qualitative data analysis process was 
that of ―parent participation,‖ or the impact that parent action can have on teacher 
instruction or student outcomes.  One example of parent participation is that parents are 
requesting that teachers use specific reading programs with their students, such as the 
Reading Mastery program.  One parent provided an example of how his involvement 
affected the classroom instruction:   
It is my feeling that literacy should be a combination of exposure and opportunity 
for the children in a variety of settings. However I feel that a structured program 
such as ―Reading Mastery‖ should be an integral part as well.  This piece 
[Reading Mastery] was lacking until we pushed for it in a meeting.  
 From the comments of parents and teachers, it is clear that parents are initiating 
communication and involvement and this is having an affect on what happens in the 
classroom.  One parent described how her efforts resulted in the teacher sending work 
home: 
We have developed a cooperative relationship with the teacher where she 
provides reading and comprehension homework every day, which we religiously 
have our son work through and complete.  All this is at the initiative of us asking 
and the teacher cooperating. 
Another parent described how her efforts resulted in increased communication between 
home and school: 
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With our guidance, our son’s teacher has done a great job of updating us on his 
literary goals and achievements. 
One parent even went so far as to select her child’s classroom teacher based on the 
teacher’s instructional strategies.  She pushed to have her child in a classroom where the 
teacher was using the Reading Mastery program.  As these examples show, parent 
involvement can clearly have a strong impact on classroom instruction  
 In summary, the majority of teachers in the ELS program report that skills gained 
in the ELS classroom have ―somewhat‖ generalized to the home setting, and parents 
report that skills have generalized ―to a great extent.‖  Parents appear to be facilitating 
generalization and supporting literacy development at home through a variety of means.  
Communication between home and school can also facilitate the carryover of skills from 
school to home, and the majority of parents report being ―satisfied‖ with the current level 
of communication.  Several parents and teachers brought up homework, and while some 
parents would like more homework, at least one parent reported wanting less.  Some 
teachers reported sending homework home on a regular basis while others found this to 
be a challenge.  Finally, parent involvement was identified as a theme in the qualitative 
data analysis and this parent involvement is having an impact on classroom instruction 
and student outcomes.  
Question 13: To What Extent Have Student Outcomes in the Area of Literacy Been 
Impacted as a Result of the Literacy Initiative? 
Introduction   
The desired outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative range from simply making 
more appropriate research-based curricular materials available to teachers to improving 
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the consistency of instruction within the program.  However, the most important desired 
outcome of the ELS Literacy Initiative is an increase in student literacy achievement, 
which is one of the identified long-term goals of the initiative.   
The measurement of student achievement in literacy for students in the ELS 
program is a challenge, given the diversity of students and the nature of the students’ 
disabilities (e.g., nonverbal, limitations in motor functioning, etc.).  One possible source 
of literacy outcome data that has been collected on all students in the ELS program three 
times a year is the literacy benchmark data.  However, as described in ―Question 9,‖ this 
chapter, the literacy benchmark data are not adequate as a measure of programmatic 
outcomes primarily because of the small number of students that have been assessed 
using any given benchmarking tool within any given administration format.  Instead, 
several other data sources have been used to inform this evaluation question regarding 
student literacy outcomes in the ELS program, including data taken from the ELS 
Literacy Tracking Form, the primary and intermediate teacher surveys, and the 
qualitative data from the focus group interviews and open-ended items on the teacher and 
parent surveys.  
ELS Literacy Tracking Form Data   
Teachers in the ELS program were asked to rate the literacy development of all of 
their students on the ELS Literacy Tracking Form (see sample form Appendix B) on an 
annual basis for the first time at the end of the 2006–2007 school year.  The ELS Literacy 
Tracking Form requires teachers to identify their students’ developmental level 
(beginner, novice, early to upper emergent, and upper emergent to fluent) in seven 
different skill areas (Concepts of Print, Letter Identification, Phonological Awareness, 
 277 
Phonics, Spelling and Writing, Symbol and Word Reading, and Vocabulary and 
Comprehension).   
The four developmental stages used in the literacy tracking form mirror the four 
developmental stages identified in the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence, which were 
taken from Dr. Denise DeCoste’s work dealing with students who have moderate to 
severe physical and cognitive disabilities (DeCoste, 2005).  These stages are particularly 
helpful to use with the ELS population of students because of their emphasis on the pre-
emergent and emergent literacy levels.  Below are brief descriptions of the four 
developmental stages. 
Literacy beginner is a pre-emergent stage of literacy that takes place between 
birth and the preschool ages for typically developing children.  Children at this level are 
just beginning to find books pleasurable, understand that books involve interaction 
between a reader and a listener, and know that books are handled in certain ways (e.g., 
holding the book right side up, turning pages from right to left, etc.).  Children at this 
stage believe it is the pictures in the book, not the words, that convey the meaning.  
Students at this level are interested in drawing, mostly ―scribbles,‖ as a pre-skill to 
writing, but they are beginning to approximate representations (people, things, etc.) in 
their drawings.   
Students at the literacy novice level are emergent readers and writers, and this 
developmental stage takes place during the preschool ages for typically developing 
learners.  Novice level readers are beginning to learn that the printed words carry the 
message in books, and they are attending more to those words by doing things like 
identifying individual letters.  Readers at this level can identify environmental print (e.g., 
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the McDonald’s sign) and can identify this environmental print in and out of context.  
Novice writers intentionally create written symbols (e.g., pictures, scribbled name 
writing, scribbled messages) that they use to communicate a message.  They will attempt 
to write all or part of their names.  They do not yet understand that letters represent 
sounds in speech (alphabetic principle).  
Students at the early to upper emergent reader/writer level are now starting to 
learn the actual skills associated with reading and writing.  In typically developing 
students, this stage takes place between the kindergarten and first grade levels.  Early to 
upper emergent readers are beginning to recognize letters and associate their names with 
their corresponding sounds.  Students writing at this level attend to print and know that 
print is what carries the message.  They are just starting to apply letter/sound 
relationships in their inventive spellings.  They can name and write most letters using 
their conventional forms.  
By the end of the upper emergent to fluent reader/writer level, students are 
reading connected text from conventional books and the emphasis is becoming more on 
comprehension.  They are learning some of the more advanced decoding skills and have a 
large sight word vocabulary.  Upper emergent to fluent writers are using more traditional 
spelling and writing approaches and the emphasis is on consonant blends, short vowels, 
digraphs, and phonograms.  By the end of this developmental period, students are able to 
write short paragraphs. This level of development takes place between second and third 
grade for typically developing learners.   
The goal of the ELS program is that students would graduate from the program at 
the upper emergent to fluent level of literacy development.  Achievement at this level of 
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development would place students at the second/third grade level with regard to their 
reading and writing.  Some students in the program are expected to surpass this level of 
development in their literacy achievement.  Conversely, some students will likely not be 
able to achieve this level of development even with intensive, research-based instruction.  
Given that each of the four stages of literacy development identified above represents 
more than one year of development for typically developing learners, it is expected that 
moving from one developmental level to the next would take more than one year.  
Consequently, the literacy tracking form is likely not intended to be sensitive to annual 
growth in the area of literacy.  Rather, the form and its ratings of student skill 
development are intended to follow students from the time they enter the program to the 
time they graduate from the program.   
ELS literacy outcomes 2007–2008.  Data from the ELS literacy tracking form 
were analyzed in several different ways in order to help describe literacy achievement in 
the ELS program.  First, the literacy tracking data from the 2007–2008 school year were 
examined to determine how teachers rated the literacy development of primary and 
intermediate students in the ELS program in order to create a profile of current literacy 
achievement.  Then the percentage of students who fell within each of the developmental 
levels across the seven different skill areas was calculated.  This analysis was conducted 
separately for primary and intermediate students and for primary and intermediate 
students combined (see Table 35).  The combined data are visually represented in Figure 
3.   
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Table 35:
Frequency Distributions of Literacy Development: 2007-2008
f % f % f % f % f % f % f %
Developmental Level 
Beginner 21 27.6 17 22.4 28 36.8 29 38.2 35 46.1 26 34.2 38 50.0
Novice 25 32.9 20 26.3 27 35.5 22 28.9 24 31.6 25 32.9 23 30.3
Early to Upper Emergent 12 15.8 13 17.1 18 23.7 23 30.3 13 17.1 18 23.7 13 17.1
Upper Emergent to Fluent 18 23.7 26 34.2 3 3.9 2 2.6 4 5.3 7 9.2 2 2.6
Total 76 100.0 76 100.0 76 100.0 76 100.0 76 100.0 76 100.0 76 100.0
Developmental Level 
Beginner 13 29.5 10 22.7 17 38.6 17 38.6 22 50.0 17 38.6 23 52.3
Novice 16 36.4 12 27.3 14 31.8 13 29.5 10 22.7 12 27.3 13 29.5
Early to Upper Emergent 6 13.6 7 15.9 11 25.0 13 29.5 9 20.5 11 25.0 7 15.9
Upper Emergent to Fluent 9 20.5 15 34.1 2 4.5 1 2.3 3 6.8 4 9.1 1 2.3
Total 44 100.0 44 100.0 44 100.0 44 100.0 44 100.0 44 100.0 44 100.0
Developmental Level 
Beginner 8 25.0 7 21.9 11 34.4 12 37.5 13 40.6 9 28.1 15 46.9
Novice 9 28.1 8 25.0 13 40.6 9 28.1 14 43.8 13 40.6 10 31.3
Early to Upper Emergent 6 18.8 6 18.8 7 21.9 10 31.3 4 12.5 7 21.9 6 18.8
Upper Emergent to Fluent 9 28.1 11 34.4 1 3.1 1 3.1 1 3.1 3 9.4 1 3.1
Total 32 100.0 32 100.0 32 100.0 32 100.0 32 100.0 32 100.0 32 100.0
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Figure 3.  The percentage of ELS students falling within 
each of the developmental levels per skill area.  
As a group, ELS students perform differently across the different skill areas.  The 
two areas in which ELS primary and intermediate students appear to be rated the 
strongest are Concepts of Print and Letter Identification.  In 2007–2008, 23.7% of 
students fell within the highest developmental level, upper emergent to fluent, for 
Concepts of Print.  In the area of Letter Identification, 34.2% of students fell within the 
highest developmental level.  Concepts of Print and Letter Identification are both 
considered low level reading skills that students often master early in their literacy 
development.  In contrast, of all of the five remaining skill areas, the skill area with the 
next highest percentage of students falling within the upper emergent to fluent skill level 
(after Concepts of Print and Letter Identification) was Symbol and Word Reading (i.e., 
sight word identification and reading fluency), with 9.2% of students falling in this 
developmental range.   
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The beginner level of skill development is the lowest of the developmental levels.  
27.6% of students were rated as falling within the beginner skill level of Concepts of 
Print, and 22.4% of students fell within this developmental level for Letter Identification.  
Even greater percentages of students were rated as falling within the beginner level of 
development in the remaining five skill areas.  The skill area with the next lowest 
percentage of students at the beginner level was Symbol and Word Reading.  This skill 
category reflects a student’s ability to fluently recognize words and read words in 
context.  It is possible that ELS students are achieving at higher rates in this skill area 
when compared to other skill areas, such as phonological awareness and phonics, because 
of the traditional emphasis on sight word instruction and the demonstrated ability of 
students with moderate to severe disabilities to learn to identify isolated sight words. 
Four of the seven literacy skill areas all had large percentages of students falling 
within the beginner level of development and very small percentages of students falling 
in the upper emergent to fluent developmental level.  These levels included Phonological 
Awareness, Phonics, Spelling and Writing, and Vocabulary and Comprehension.  The 
data suggest that overall, primary and intermediate students in the ELS program are 
achieving low levels of development in these literacy areas.  For three of the areas, 
Phonological Awareness, Phonics, and Spelling and Writing, there has only recently been 
strong instructional emphasis on these skills through the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The low 
achievement in the area of Vocabulary and Comprehension is not unexpected, given the 
significant expressive and receptive communication deficits of students in the ELS 
program.  The data suggest that Vocabulary and Comprehension is the skill area in which 
primary and intermediate students are the least skilled, with 50% of students falling in the 
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beginner developmental level and only 2.6% of students falling within the highest 
developmental category, upper emergent to fluent. 
Because it is not known what the profile of literacy development was for students 
in the ELS program prior to the ELS Literacy Initiative, it is impossible to conclude from 
the analysis of 2007–2008 literacy tracking data whether students have made progress as 
a result of the literacy initiative.  However, the profile of literacy development as 
reflected in the 2007–2008 data does not suggest that students are achieving at high levels 
in several of the skill areas that have been targeted by the literacy initiative.  For example, 
despite the significant resources and emphasis that have been placed on instruction in the 
areas of phonological awareness and phonics as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative, it 
appears that students in the ELS program continue to demonstrate low levels of mastery 
of these skills.   
Literacy development 2006–2007 to 2007–2008.  The ELS literacy tracking form 
data were also examined to determine trends in growth across time.  However, it is 
important to note that there were only two years of literacy tracking data to examine.  As 
has been mentioned previously, students are not expected to move up one developmental 
level in one year’s time, given that each level represents more than one year of 
development.  Consequently, the ELS literacy tracking form data are not designed to be 
sensitive to growth across one year’s time.  Furthermore, any gains that have been made 
by students as a whole across the two years cannot necessarily be attributed to the 
instruction that has taken place as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative because other 
reasons for increases in students’ developmental levels (e.g., maturation and differences 
in how teachers rate student development) cannot be ruled out.   
 284 
In order to examine student growth in literacy development from 2006–2007 to 
2007–2008, only the data of primary and intermediate students who had complete literacy 
development ratings for both years were included in the analysis.  Reasons that students 
may not have had data for both years include: (1) they were kindergarteners in 2007–
2008, (2) they were 5th grade students in 2006–2007, (3) they moved into the program in 
2007–2008, or (4) they moved out of the program for 2007–2008.  This narrowing of the 
sample resulted in a total of 50 students for the analysis. 
The data suggest that students who had ELS literacy tracking form for both the 
2006–2007 and 2007–2008 school years made growth in their literacy development as a 
group.  The patterns of development from 2006–2007 to 2007–2008 were similar for each 
of the seven different skill areas (see Table 36, data depicted visually in Figures 4-10).  In 
all seven areas, fewer students fell in the beginner range of development in 2007–2008 
than in 2006–2007.  The decrease in students at the beginner level generally resulted in 
an increase of students at the novice and early to upper emergent levels, with some slight 
variations between the skill areas.  The percentage of students falling within the highest 
developmental range (upper emergent to fluent) remained close to the same from 2006–
2007 to 2007–2009.  These data suggest that as a group, the students who have received 
two years of literacy instruction in the ELS program demonstrated growth in their literacy 
development from 2006–2007 to 2007–2008.  These gains are impressive given that the 
literacy tracking form data are not designed to be sensitive to small amounts of growth in 
student achievement.  
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Table 36: 
Frequency Distributions of Literacy Development for Students With Complete Scores in 2006-2007 and 2007-2008
f % f % f % f % f % f % f %
Developmental Level 
Beginner 20 40.0 13 26.0 26 52.0 25 50.0 30 60.0 24 48.0 34 68.0
Novice 11 22.0 12 24.0 8 16.0 10 20.0 12 24.0 16 32.0 8 16.0
Early to Upper Emergent 6 12.0 5 10.0 13 26.0 13 26.0 6 12.0 6 12.0 7 14.0
Upper Emergent to Fluent 13 26.0 20 40.0 3 6.0 2 4.0 2 4.0 4 8.0 1 2.0
Total 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0
Developmental Level 
Beginner 12 24.0 11 22.0 15 30.0 16 32.0 20 40.0 14 28.0 20 40.0
Novice 15 30.0 10 20.0 13 26.0 13 26.0 18 36.0 17 34.0 18 36.0
Early to Upper Emergent 8 16.0 10 20.0 19 38.0 19 38.0 8 16.0 14 28.0 11 22.0
Upper Emergent to Fluent 15 30.0 19 38.0 3 6.0 2 4.0 4 8.0 5 10.0 1 2.0
Total 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0 50 100.0
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Figure 4.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Concepts of Print for 2006–2007 
and 2007–2008. 
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Figure 5.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Letter Identification for 2006–2007 
and 2007–2008. 
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Figure 6.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Phonological Awareness for 2006–
2007 and 2007–2008. 
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Figure 7.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Phonics for 2006–2007 and 2007-2008. 
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Figure 8.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Spelling and Writing for 2006–
2007 and 2007–2008. 
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Figure 9.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Symbol and Word Reading for 
2006–2007 and 2007–2008. 
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Figure 10.  Percentage of students falling within each 
developmental level for Vocabulary and Comprehension 
for 2006–2007 and 2007–2008. 
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 Individual student literacy development.  The ELS literacy tracking form data 
were analyzed in several different ways to help inform the current evaluation question, 
including examining the data to gain an understanding of current student literacy 
achievement in the ELS program (2007–2008) and evaluating the data to determine 
whether ELS primary and intermediate students as a group made gains from 2006–2007 
to 2007–2008.  The final way in which these data were analyzed was the examination of 
individual student growth from 2006–2007 to 2007–2008.  Only those students who had 
complete literacy tracking data for both years were included in the analysis (n = 50).   
Table 37 contains the frequency distribution of individual student growth.  As 
identified in the table, 28% of primary and intermediate students were not rated to have 
grown enough to jump a developmental level in any of the skill areas.  The remaining 
72% of the ELS students included in the analysis grew at least one developmental level in 
at least one skill area.  The number of areas in which students were rated to have jumped 
one or more developmental levels varied.  Sixteen percent of the students grew in one 
skill area and an additional 16% of students grew in two skill areas.  Forty percent of the 
students were rated to have jumped a developmental level in three or more skill areas.  In 
a practical sense, this represents a group of students with whom teachers would likely say 
they had made a great amount of progress in one school year.  Three students were rated 
to have grown in six or seven of seven skill areas, representing a tremendous amount of 
skill development in one school year.  
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Table 37
Number of 
Categories f %
0 14 28.0
1 8 16.0
2 8 16
3 5 10
4 5 10
5 7 14
6 1 2
7 2 4
The Number of Skill Categories in 
Which Students Grew One or More 
Developmental Levels.  
 
An analysis of which skill areas students were most likely to move up one or 
more categories in suggested a relatively even spread among the skill areas.  The skill 
area in which students were least likely to make progress was Letter Identification, with 
only 7.8% of the students making progress in this area (see Table 38). However, students 
in the ELS program also achieved at the highest levels in this skill area (see Table 35), so 
they may have simply had less room for growth.  For the remaining six skill areas, the 
percentage of students making developmental progress ranged from a low of 13.8% to a 
high of 18.1%, suggesting that students experienced growth in more than one or two skill 
areas.  It is important to note that students were just as likely to make progress in the 
areas of Phonological Awareness, Phonics, and Vocabulary and Comprehension, the 
three areas in which ELS students appear to achieve at the lowest rates.   
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Table 38
Skill Area f %
Concepts of Print 16 13.8
Letter Identification 9 7.8
Phonological Awareness 16 13.8
Phonics 16 13.8
Spelling and Writing 19 16.4
Symbol / Word Reading 21 18.1
Vocabulary and Comprehension 19 16.4
The Percent of Students Who Were Rated to have Grown 
at Least One Developmental Level Within Each Skill Area
 
Summary.  The ELS literacy tracking form data were analyzed in several different 
ways to help answer the evaluation question about student outcomes in the area of 
literacy.  The 2007–2008 data suggest that overall, students are achieving higher in the 
skill areas of Concepts of Print and Letter Identification than in the other five skill areas, 
with students experiencing the least achievement in the area of Vocabulary and 
Comprehension.  An examination of trends in the data from 2006–2007 to 2007–2008 
suggests that students who had complete literacy tracking form data for both years made 
gains across all of the skill areas from the one year to the next, with fewer students falling 
within the beginner developmental levels and more students falling within the novice and 
early to upper emergent developmental levels.  Finally, an examination of individual 
student growth data suggests that 72% of students in the ELS program who had literacy 
tracking form data for both 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 grew a developmental level or 
more in at least one skill area.  Overall, the ELS literacy tracking data suggest that 
primary and intermediate students in the ELS program are making gains in the area of 
literacy. 
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 Survey and Focus Group Data 
Data from the surveys and focus group interviews were also examined to 
determine how student literacy outcomes have been affected by the literacy instruction 
that had taken place in the classroom.  On the survey, teachers were asked to rate the 
degree to which they agreed with the statement that student literacy skills had improved 
because of the resources in their classrooms and the training that teachers had been 
provided with.  The majority of teachers either agreed (53.8%) or strongly agreed 
(38.5%) with this statement (see Table 39).  One teacher responded ―No Opinion‖ to this 
statement. Primary and intermediate level teachers responded similarly.  These survey 
data suggest that teachers in the ELS program believe that student outcomes are 
improving in the area of literacy as a result of their instruction and the resources they 
have been provided with as part of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  
Table 39
f % f % f %
Strongly Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Disagree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Neutral 1 14.3 0 0.0 1 7.7
Agree 3 42.9 4 66.7 7 53.8
Strongly Agree 3 42.9 2 33.3 5 38.5
Total 7 100.0 6 100.0 13 100.0
Teacher Agreement with the Statement That Student Literacy 
Skills Have Improved Because of the Resources in Their 
Classroom and the Training the Teachers Have Been Provided
Primary Intermediate All 
All respondents provided an answer to this question.  The majority 
of teachers either "agree" (53.8%) or "strongly agree" (38.5%) that 
the literacy skills of their students have improved because of the 
resources in their classroom and the training that they have been 
provided.  One teacher responded "no opinion." to this statement. 
Primary and intermediate level teachers responded similarly. 
 
 Qualitative data taken from the teacher and support staff focus group interviews 
provides additional evidence regarding student outcomes in the area of literacy.  Teachers 
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and support staff were asked during the focus group interviews to comment on their 
greatest success stories with regard to student literacy instruction during the 2007–2008 
school year, as well as any other positive literacy outcomes they have noted in their 
classrooms.  When responding to the question about positive outcomes, one support staff 
member responded simply, ―Kids learning to read.‖  Other teachers and support staff 
members were more specific, citing how students learned to sound out words, gained a 
large sight-word vocabulary, made improvements in learning behaviors such as being 
able to sit and listen to a story, and improved their communication and advocacy skills.  
Students in the ELS program have clearly benefitted in a variety of different ways from 
the literacy instruction they have received in their classrooms.   
 When teachers were asked to comment on why they believed students had made 
positive gains in the area of literacy, most of the teachers cited their instruction as the 
reason for the positive outcome, such as the individualized nature of the instruction that 
they provided.  This was exemplified by one teacher who commented, 
I had a student who we had major behavioral issues with this year.  Not one, but 
many.  Umm, and so she was very adverse to sitting down for one-on-one 
instruction, which made teaching reading very difficult.  Umm, and so what we 
ended up doing was just putting . . . she had a sight word goal anyway . . . just 
putting the sight words around in her environment so she would associate the 
objects in the environment, and she actually just last week read twenty words to 
me.  She had not read one all year. 
Other teachers cited the use of a structured program as one of the reasons for student 
success, such as one teacher who stated,  
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I think just the success that my students with autism in like a reading program that 
is so structured and like repetitive, and it’s just, to see them make success in a 
program like that, it’s just been really nice.  Like to see something work and they 
stick to it, you know, it’s been nice. 
Other comments that teachers made with regard to why students had experienced 
success in the area of literacy included having high expectations, having parents who 
supported literacy at home, and students having increased motivation after experiencing 
success.  Interestingly, when teachers were asked about students whom they felt had not 
made adequate progress, they cited similar reasons for their lack of growth in the area of 
literacy, such as the time it takes to identify a program that is going to work and to find 
what motivates the child; expectations that are not too low but also not too high, which 
can create frustration; and the need for parents and teachers to be on the same page and 
support one another.  Another factor that teachers mentioned was the fact that many 
students come from the preschool level without academic goals to work on, which 
teachers reported can affect the entire first half of the school year.   
 Data from the teacher survey and focus group interviews suggest that teachers 
believe that students are making gains in the area of literacy and that these gains are 
primarily a result of the instruction the teachers are providing in their classrooms and the 
resources they have been provided with.  However, it is important to note that according 
to teachers, other factors appear to play a role in student success, such as working 
collaboratively with parents and having high expectations for student success.  
 The data from the teacher survey and focus group interviews, combined with data 
from the ELS literacy tracking form, make a strong case that primary and intermediate 
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students in the ELS program are making positive gains in the area of literacy.  However, 
it is not possible to attribute these gains directly to the work of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative, because other reasons for student success (e.g., maturation) cannot be ruled 
out. It is also important to note that all of the data are teacher reports, including the ELS 
literacy tracking form data, and therefore they are not direct measures of student 
outcomes.  The one direct measure of student literacy outcomes, the ELS literacy 
benchmark data, could not be used to help answer the current evaluation question because 
of the inherent limitations of the data set, particularly the low numbers of students who 
were assessed with any given benchmarking tool.   
Conclusion  
The results of the program evaluation study have been presented in order of 
evaluation question.  The first three evaluation questions consist of ―implementation‖ 
evaluation questions, which were designed to meet the first goal of the evaluation study: 
to examine how the ELS Literacy Initiative was being implemented.  The next ten 
evaluation questions were ―outcome‖ questions, which were designed to meet the second 
goal of the program evaluation study: to determine the extent to which the anticipated 
short-term and intermediate outcomes were being realized.  The final evaluation question, 
―What are the next steps of the ELS Literacy Initiative?‖ is answered in Chapter 5: 
Discussion.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DISCUSSION  
The following is a discussion of the results of a program evaluation study that 
examined the implementation and outcomes of the Educational and Life Skills (ELS) 
Literacy Initiative.  First, the purpose of the study and the methods used to evaluate the 
program are reviewed.  Next, a summary of the results and corresponding 
recommendations are identified for each of the desired outcomes (short-term, 
intermediate, and long-term) of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The recommendations for 
next steps in the implementation of the literacy initiative are then summarized.  The 
chapter concludes with information about how the results of the evaluation will be 
shared, a description of the limitations of the study, and a discussion about the 
generalization of the results. 
Purpose of the Study 
A tremendous amount of research has been conducted to identify the instructional 
practices that lead to students learning how to read and becoming literate adults.  The 
Report of the National Reading Panel;  Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence-Based 
Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on Reading and Its Implications for 
Reading Instruction (NICHHD, 2000) provided a synthesis of the research on reading as 
well as definitive conclusions regarding effective reading instruction.  In the most general 
of terms, research suggests that effective instruction includes systematic and direct 
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instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 
beginning in kindergarten.   
The majority of the research on reading has been conducted with students who are 
typically developing or have mild disabilities. Very little research exists regarding 
effective reading instruction for the students with the greatest need, i.e., students with 
moderate to severe cognitive and physical disabilities, and students with autism.  
Historically, reading instruction with this population has focused on functional sight 
words, a strategy that research has demonstrated can be effective (Browder & Xin, 1998).  
Only recently have experts in the field begun to apply what is known about best practices 
in reading instruction to students with moderate to severe disabilities (Browder & 
Spooner, 2006).  However, there is little research to support whether practices that have 
been demonstrated to be effective with typically developing children or children who 
have only mild disabilities are effective for this population.   
The Educational and Life Skills (ELS) Program is a special education program for 
students with moderate to severe disabilities, including students with cognitive 
disabilities, physical handicaps, multiple disabilities, behavioral challenges, and autism.  
A special education cooperative on the north shore of Chicago hosts this program, and 
the program’s classrooms are located within the 18 school districts that the cooperative 
serves.  Literacy instruction in the ELS program has historically emphasized functional 
sight words.  However, systematic efforts to improve literacy instruction for the students 
in the ELS program began during the 2005–2006 school year with the start of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative.   
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The ELS Literacy Initiative was intended to address several problems within the 
ELS program, including a lack of teacher training and knowledge of beginning reading 
instruction, the fact that few research-based instructional practices were being used, the 
deficiency of research-based curricular resources to support literacy instruction, 
inconsistent and disjointed instruction between ELS classrooms, and failure to use 
student data to support instructional decision making.  To address these problems, a 
number of actions were taken including the development of a literacy scope and sequence 
to be used to guide instruction in the ELS program, the purchase of a research-based core 
reading and language instructional program, the identification of appropriate literacy 
assessment tools, and the dissemination of resources to support instructional planning.  In 
addition to material resources, the literacy initiative also provided teachers with ongoing 
professional development opportunities and access to various classroom consultants, 
including a reading coach and a technology consultant.     
The intended outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative can be placed into three 
categories: short-term outcomes, intermediate outcomes, and long-term outcomes.  The 
desired short-term outcomes of the initiative include increasing teacher skill and 
confidence in teaching beginning reading, improving the curricular resources for the 
program, and improving the instructional planning process to include the use of data and 
written plans.  Increasing instructional consistency between classrooms, improving 
integration and inclusion opportunities for students, and generalizing student literacy 
skills outside of the classroom are all desired intermediate outcomes.  The intended long-
term outcomes include improving student literacy skills and post-school outcomes as well 
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as using the initiative as an instructional model for the cooperative’s member districts 
regarding providing reading instruction to students with moderate to severe disabilities.   
The purpose of the current study was to evaluate the ELS Literacy Initiative in 
terms of describing how the initiative was being implemented, measuring the extent to 
which the desired short-term and intermediate outcomes were being realized, and 
determining the next steps in the implementation of the initiative.   
Overview of Method 
The current study was conducted as a program evaluation, using a management-
oriented approach because the purpose of the study was to evaluate the implementation of 
the initiative and to collect data to facilitate future decision making regarding the next 
steps in its implementation.  Program evaluation studies require that several actions be 
taken before beginning the evaluation, including defining the program to be evaluated 
and identifying the evaluation questions.  In order to accomplish these tasks, stakeholders 
in the ELS Literacy Initiative were identified and interviewed.  
 The primary stakeholder in this evaluation was the ELS program administrator.  
Because the evaluation was being conducted primarily to help her make decisions about 
the future of the initiative, the program administrator had the greatest influence on how 
the evaluation proceeded; additional stakeholders were identified with her input.  Of the 
stakeholders who were identified, several were interviewed (i.e., the program 
administrator, the literacy coach, two teachers, and an intervention specialist) prior to 
beginning the evaluation study in order to assist in defining the initiative and identifying 
the evaluation questions.   
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 During the initial interviews, stakeholders were asked to help define and describe 
the ELS Literacy Initiative, identifying the problems it was intended to correct, the 
components that make up the activities and resources that are a part of the initiative, and 
the desired outcomes of the initiative.  Based on the information shared by stakeholders, 
along with other documents and permanent products, a logic model that defines the ELS 
Literacy Initiative was developed (see Appendix A).  A logic model acts as a visual 
representation of how a program or intervention is designed to address a specific 
problem, or set of problems, and how the activities of the program link to desired 
outcomes.  The model identifies (a) the ―problem statements‖ that the initiative was 
designed to address, (b) the ―inputs,‖ or the resources, that made the initiative possible, 
(c) the training and other ―activities‖ that took place to support implementation, and (d) 
the short-term, intermediate, and long-term intended ―outcomes,‖ or the impact that the 
initiative was intended to have on behavior and conditions.  Other components of the 
logic model include the ―assumptions‖ that serve as the foundation of the initiative and 
the ―contextual factors‖ that may affect the program and its ability to achieve the desired 
outcomes.   
 Stakeholders were also asked about the questions that they would like to have 
answered as part of the evaluation.  The stakeholders generated many questions, and 
through a process of condensing and prioritizing the questions, a final set of 14 
evaluation questions was identified (see Appendix C).  These questions were grouped 
into implementation questions, outcome questions, and next steps.  The evaluation study 
was limited to the primary and intermediate grade levels (K–5) because this constituted 
the main focus of the ELS Literacy Initiative at the time of the evaluation.  
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 Several methods were used to gather information in order to answer the identified 
evaluation questions.  Primary and intermediate teachers, as well as parents, were asked 
to complete surveys that consisted of a combination of rating scale and open-ended 
questions.  Focus group interviews were conducted with three different groups: primary 
teachers, intermediate teachers, and ELS support staff (e.g., intervention specialists, 
speech and language pathologists, and program consultants).  Data on student reading 
progress were also examined.  The open-ended questions on the surveys and the 
comments made during the focus group interviews generated qualitative data that were 
analyzed to identify patterns and themes.  When possible, data from different sources 
were triangulated in order to answer the evaluation questions.   
Discussion and Next Steps 
This section provides a brief overview of the results of the study and identifies the 
suggested next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  In some cases, 
the suggested next steps have already been discussed with the program administrator and 
have been acted upon, and in other cases the next steps are solely the recommendations of 
the evaluator and have not been discussed with the program administrator.  Additional 
information about how the results of the program evaluation will be shared with 
stakeholders and how the decisions regarding the next steps in the initiative will be made 
is included below under the section titled ―Dissemination of Information.‖ 
This discussion is organized according to the desired short-term, intermediate, and 
long-term outcomes of the literacy initiative.  A summary of the results related to each 
desired outcome is presented, and the implications and suggested next steps are then 
discussed.  Other themes that emerged through the data analysis are also identified, and 
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the related implications are discussed.  This section concludes with a brief summary of 
the suggested next steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  
Short-Term Outcomes 
The desired short-term outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative are those that 
would be expected to be achieved within one to two years of implementation and they 
include (a) improving the instructional resources for teaching beginning reading, (b) 
improving the process that teachers use to plan and modify their instruction, and (c) 
increasing teacher skill and confidence in teaching beginning reading.  The following is a 
discussion of whether these short-term outcomes have been achieved and what the 
implications are for the next steps in the implementation of the literacy initiative.    
Instructional Resources: Results   
A variety of curricular resources are available to teachers in the ELS program to 
support literacy instruction.  Some of these resources have been made available through 
the literacy initiative, such as the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence and the core reading 
and language curriculum, and others have been available to teachers prior to the literacy 
initiative, such as some of the computer software programs and teacher-created 
instructional materials.  The results of the program evaluation suggest that, in general, 
teachers believe that access to the materials that have been provided to them has 
facilitated the implementation of literacy instruction in their classrooms and that they 
have adequate support through instructional materials.  However, teachers do report 
finding some resources more helpful than others, and they have identified areas in which 
additional instructional resources are needed. 
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One of the curricular resources that was developed as part of the literacy initiative 
is the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence.  This resource describes the developmental 
progression of the various skills associated with literacy (e.g., phonological awareness, 
reading comprehension) and identifies assessment resources and instructional 
recommendations for each developmental level.  The Scope and Sequence was given to 
teachers along with a series of binders that contained the related assessment and 
instructional resources for each skill at each developmental level.  The Scope and 
Sequence was designed to provide support to teachers in planning literacy instruction by 
helping them identify where students are in their literacy development and what the next 
steps should be in their instruction.  The Scope and Sequence addresses the specific and 
unique learning needs of students with moderate to severe disabilities and is closely 
aligned with what research says about effective literacy instruction.   
The results of the evaluation suggest that teachers are not using this resource to 
the degree that is desired.  On average, teachers are using it with ―few‖ of their students, 
and many reported not using it at all.  These results are discouraging, given that the Scope 
and Sequence was intended to serve as an instructional resource that could be used with 
all students.  The teachers and support staff who did report using the resource are 
appropriately using it to identify instructional targets for their students.  Of the teachers 
who reported not using the resource, comments suggest that while they recognize that the 
resource contains valuable information, they find the Scope and Sequence and binder 
series ―overwhelming‖ and therefore do not attempt to reference it.  Teachers also 
reported depending on other support staff, namely the intervention specialists in their 
classrooms, to aid them in using this resource.   
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Another curricular resource that was made available to teachers as a part of the 
literacy initiative was access to a published reading and language program to serve as the 
primary curriculum in the ELS program.  The core program selected was a combination 
of two Direct Instruction programs: Reading Mastery and Language for Learning.  While 
it was not expected that all students in the ELS program would be able to participate in 
the core curriculum, one of the desired outcomes of the initiative was that as many 
students as possible would be instructed using one or both of these programs.  The results 
of the evaluation suggest that teachers are using the core curriculum with ―few‖ of their 
students.  Teachers and support staff reported that they appreciated having the programs 
and that they liked them because the programs were ready to use and did not require a lot 
of teacher preparation, and that with proper training, teaching assistants could deliver the 
programs.  Another benefit of use of the Direct Instruction programs is the assurance that 
when the programs are implemented as intended, students are receiving high-quality 
research-based instruction.  
While one teacher expressed dislike of the Direct Instruction programs, teachers 
did not generally appear to resist using the programs.  The primary reason that teachers 
reported not using the programs was the characteristics of the students in their 
classrooms—namely, that they were nonverbal and/or not developmentally ready to 
participate in the programs.  Unfortunately, participation in these programs is limited to 
students who are developmentally ready (e.g., who can discriminate between different 
letters, have some concepts of print, etc.) and who can provide oral responses on cue.  
Teachers and support staff consistently expressed frustration that similar published 
curriculum programs were not available to use with students who could not participate in 
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the Direct Instruction programs.  More specifically, many teachers reported that if they 
were to make one improvement to the literacy initiative, it would be the availability of a 
published, ready-to-use, research-based curriculum that could be used with students who 
are nonverbal, significantly impaired, or otherwise at the earliest stages of literacy 
development.   
The results of the evaluation suggest that teachers continue to rely heavily on 
teacher-created materials when providing literacy instruction.  All teachers reported that 
they use teacher-created materials to support literacy instruction for ―all‖ of their 
students.  Teachers specifically reported using teacher-created materials during group 
instruction, in which their lessons typically consist of literacy and life skill units.  
Teachers find it necessary to create these units themselves because of the 
individualization that each child requires to participate in the group (e.g., one student 
needs only written words in the materials, another student needs visuals and words, and 
another student requires pictures that can be put on a communication device).  Teachers 
also report having to create instructional materials for students who are not able to 
participate in published instructional programs and for students’ IEP goals.  Providing 
individualized literacy instruction based on students’ needs was a theme that emerged 
from the qualitative data analysis, and teachers identified it as a factor that improves 
student outcomes.  Teachers reported individualizing instruction in a variety of ways.  
Examples include using a student’s picture in materials, or creating a book about 
community that has digital pictures of where that particular student goes in the 
community.  Making the instruction more meaningful for the student increases his or her 
motivation to learn and improves literacy outcomes.   
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The challenge that teachers reported with regard to depending on teacher-created 
materials and providing highly individualized instruction is the time that it takes to create 
and prepare all of the materials.  Unfortunately, because of the unique learning needs of 
the ELS student population and the individualized nature of instruction, these are not the 
types of materials that can simply be purchased and used.  However, teachers in the ELS 
program do create and use materials that are similar between classrooms.  Teachers 
commonly expressed frustration that there is no efficient method for them to share 
materials with other teachers in the program.  If teachers were able to share more of their 
materials, it might reduce some of the time that teachers have to spend with material 
preparation.  They might not be able to simply print and use something that another 
teacher has created because the needs of their own students may be slightly different, but 
at least they would have something to start with.  Because ELS classrooms are all located 
in different districts, and teachers do not have access to the cooperative district’s server 
from their classrooms, teachers have not had an efficient way for sharing materials 
electronically.  In addition, the fact that teachers in the ELS program are all located in 
different buildings and in different districts means that they also have difficulty finding 
time to effectively collaborate with one another.  Teachers currently meet once a month 
for two hours with other teachers who teach at their grade level.  They would benefit 
from having more time to collaborate with one another regarding literacy instruction.   
In addition to the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence, the core reading and 
language curriculum, and teacher-created materials, teachers use other resources to 
support literacy instruction in their classrooms such as other published programs, 
computer software programs, websites that have literacy activities for students, and 
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websites that provide teachers with resources.  Teachers report finding all of these 
additional resources helpful, but the primary barrier to their use appears to be not 
knowing what is available.  Interestingly, the research on systems change suggests that 
access to appropriate materials and resources can facilitate the process of change.  The 
ELS program is resource rich and has no barriers related to making resources available to 
teachers, except where the resources simply do not exist.  In fact, the only barrier relating 
to this issue in the ELS program is that teachers have access to so many instructional 
materials that they have difficulty keeping track of them.  Teachers report depending on 
people such as the literacy coach and intervention specialists to help them identify and 
locate appropriate instructional materials and resources for their students.   
Overall, the results of the program evaluation suggest that while teachers find 
most of the curricular resources they have been provided through the initiative very 
helpful, they might only be using them with a few of their students (i.e., Reading Mastery 
and Language for Learning and the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence) and they still 
depend heavily on teacher-created materials as well as other curricular resources such as 
computer programs and websites.  However, the program evaluation results suggest that 
there are areas for improvement when it comes to curricular resources in the ELS 
program.  The following paragraphs describe steps that have already been taken to 
improve access to curricular resources and discuss other suggestions for next steps to be 
explored by program stakeholders.  
Instructional Resources:  Recommendations 
One of the steps that has already been taken to improve the curricular resources in 
the ELS program involves the purchase of an early literacy curriculum that was designed 
 308 
specifically to meet the needs of students with moderate to severe disabilities, and which 
can be easily adapted for nonverbal students.  The Early Literacy Skill Builder (ELSB; 
Browder, Gibbs, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, & Lee, 2007) is the first published program 
to provide comprehensive literacy instruction, including instruction in phonemic 
awareness and phonics, for this particular population of students.  The authors of the 
program are part of the UNC Charlotte General Curriculum Projects, the same group that 
has summarized the existing research on literacy instruction for students with moderate to 
severe disabilities (Browder & Spooner, 2006), and which has also conducted additional 
research in this area.  The ELSB was purchased at the end of the 2007–2008 school year 
and delivered to all primary level classrooms at the start of the 2008–2009 school year.  
The publishing company provided a half day of training for the primary level teachers, in 
addition to a few teaching assistants, intervention specialists, and program supervisors, at 
the beginning of October 2008.  Teachers who attended the training provided the initial 
feedback that they were excited to begin using the program in their classrooms and 
thought it would help them provide better instruction to students who were not able to 
participate in the core curriculum programs.  
 The ELSB addresses teachers’ desire to have a published curriculum that can be 
used with students who are nonverbal, significantly impaired, or at the earliest stages of 
literacy development.  This curriculum is unique in that it (a) begins at the earliest level 
of literacy development, (b) provides the necessary visual supports, (c) can be adapted so 
students can respond receptively, and (d) incorporates the use of a puppet (Moe the frog) 
to increase student interest and motivation.  Most importantly, the ELSB is aligned with 
what research has identified as best-practice instruction (i.e., direct and systematic 
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instruction) and provides instruction in all important skill areas including concepts of 
print, phonological awareness, and phonics.  Furthermore, the ELSB is a multi-year 
program that has built in assessments to monitor student progress.    
The ELSB is most appropriate for use at the primary level because using a puppet 
to reinforce instruction is not age-appropriate at the intermediate level and higher.  
Consequently, the ELSB was only provided to primary classrooms, but not to 
intermediate classrooms.  However, one intermediate classroom was provided a copy of 
the program because a parent advocated for the program to be used with her child.  With 
the exception of that one classroom, the intermediate classrooms as well as the middle 
and high school classrooms still do not have a program to use for students who are 
significantly impaired, nonverbal, or otherwise cannot participate in the Direct Instruction 
programs.   
 Another resource that has been put into place to support literacy instruction is a 
shared online file storage and management system (www.box.net) to which teachers have 
access.  For a monthly fee, the website provides online file storage and file sharing 
capabilities.  This site will provide teachers and staff in the ELS program with a way to 
effectively and efficiently share documents and materials by allowing users to create 
folders for storing files and upload personal documents and materials into those folders.  
Teachers report that they can upload materials easily and quickly.  In order to encourage 
teachers to upload the literacy materials they have created, the annual ―project‖ that is 
required from each level has been replaced with the requirement that teachers and staff 
instead spend their time uploading files to share.   
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While teachers and support staff in the ELS program are just beginning to use the 
online file sharing site, it shows great promise for overcoming some of the barriers 
related to curriculum materials that teachers identified during this evaluation.  First, it 
allows teachers a web-based solution for file sharing, which means they can access the 
files from anywhere, effectively removing the location of a classroom as a barrier to 
sharing materials.  The ability to organize the files within the website using folders and 
descriptors will make the files easily accessible.  The site can also be used to make the 
ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence more accessible and easier to use.  More specifically, 
teachers will be able to access an electronic version of the Scope and Sequence, and the 
related assessment and instructional materials will be organized on the site using the 
same framework as used in the Scope and Sequence, first by skill area and then by 
developmental level.  Hopefully, having a clearly organized electronic version of these 
documents will decrease the likelihood that the resources will be viewed as 
―overwhelming‖ and will increase the likelihood that teachers will use the Scope and 
Sequence and related materials as intended.  While the improved file sharing capabilities 
offered by this website will not fully eliminate the need for teachers to create materials, it 
will hopefully provide them with more to start with so they will not need to spend as 
much of their time on preparing materials.  
The monthly subscription to www.box.net for online file sharing serves as a 
temporary solution to the file sharing problems in the ELS program.  The cooperative 
district is in the process of moving to a web-based server called Microsoft Office 
SharePoint 2007.  This new web-based server will allow teachers to access information 
on the server from anywhere, making material storage and sharing possible through the 
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district’s server.  The information that is currently being organized and shared on 
www.box.net will be easily transferred to the new district server when it becomes 
operational.  SharePoint will also provide teachers with other capabilities beyond simple 
file sharing, offering an online forum for teacher collaboration and the creation of 
professional learning communities.  Creating a place online where teachers in the ELS 
program can have discussions about literacy instruction and share ideas and information 
could further facilitate the implementation of the literacy initiative.  Research suggests 
that professional learning communities facilitate systems change and have been related to 
gains in student achievement (Hord, 1997).   
While the adoption of the ELSB curriculum and the subscription to www.box.net 
go a long way in addressing some of the greatest barriers related to curricular resources, 
these actions do not remove all of the barriers, and additional actions must be taken to 
improve curricular access and resources in the program.  For example, teachers at the 
intermediate level still do not have access to a published reading curriculum that can be 
used with students who are nonverbal, and the search for a quality curriculum to meet this 
need should continue.  Meanwhile, teachers should be encouraged to share instructional 
materials and collaborate as a community using www.box.net (the temporary solution) 
and SharePoint (the online server soon to be adopted).    
Another area of improvement that needs to be addressed is how best to 
communicate with teachers the availability of various instructional resources in the 
program as well as when and with whom the resources should be used.  The teachers are 
currently using the reading coach and technology coach to help them identify curricular 
resources; but, teachers should also be able to access lists of available resources that 
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include what skills these resources address, for what grade levels they are appropriate, 
and for what types of students each resource is best suited.  These types of lists exist to 
some degree in the program, but teachers clearly do not know where or how to access 
them. 
The final set of recommendations relates to the lack of use of the ELS Literacy 
Scope and Sequence to support instruction in the program.  Teachers are not currently 
using this resource to help them identify appropriate instructional content and strategies.  
One action being taken to address this issue involves making the Scope and Sequence and 
corresponding resources available electronically to teachers through www.box.net.  
However, it is also recommended that teachers receive additional professional 
development on the content of this resource, specifically regarding how literacy develops 
in students with moderate to severe disabilities, what skills should be taught as part of a 
comprehensive literacy instructional program, how to identify where students are in their 
literacy development, and how to identify appropriate instructional targets.  The ELS 
program has a high rate of teacher turnover, and while significant professional 
development opportunities have been provided to teachers on these topics in the past, this 
information must be shared with teachers on an ongoing basis.  For teachers who have 
already received the basic information, more ―advanced‖ training opportunities should be 
provided.   
Instructional Planning: Results   
Two of the desired short-term outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative were to 
increase the use of data in making instructional decisions and for every student in the 
ELS program to have an individualized instructional plan in the area of literacy.  Both of 
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these goals relate to the instructional planning process, which consists of identifying 
student skill strengths and weaknesses, determining instructional targets, identifying 
instructional strategies and developing instructional plans, monitoring student progress on 
an ongoing basis, and making changes to instructional plans when appropriate.   
 Teachers in the ELS program report that they ―usually‖ or ―always‖ use data to 
help them make instructional decisions.  When asked about which sources of data they 
find most helpful when making these decisions, teachers reported that they find the data 
resources that have been made available to them through the ELS Literacy Initiative (i.e., 
literacy benchmark data, mastery tests in the curriculum, and information on the literacy 
tracking form) least helpful; other data sources, such as IEP goal data and teacher 
observations, were identified as most helpful.  
 The literacy benchmark data collected on all students three times a year was 
intended to serve two purposes.  The first was to serve as an indicator of overall 
programmatic outcomes in the area of literacy.  The other purpose was to serve as a 
source of information that teachers would use to determine whether students were making 
adequate process in their literacy skills and to signal if instructional changes needed to be 
made.  Unfortunately, teachers do not appear to be using the literacy benchmark data to 
help them make instructional decisions.  One possible reason for this is that data that are 
collected three times a year do not provide teachers with frequent enough information to 
make a determination about when they need to change their instruction.  Furthermore, 
because the majority of the literacy benchmark measures are measures of accuracy and 
not fluency, they may not be as sensitive to growth as more traditional curriculum-based 
measures, and therefore they may not be adequate to support teacher decision making.  
 314 
Data from the program evaluation also suggest that teachers simply do not find the data 
applicable for many of their students, especially when the benchmark data are not related 
to a student’s IEP goals. 
 The ELS literacy tracking form is another source of student data that has been 
made available to teachers as part of the literacy initiative.  This form identifies where 
students were rated to fall along a developmental continuum in seven different skill areas, 
the students’ literacy benchmark scores, the curriculum programs that were being used, 
and the lessons they last completed.  This form has been completed annually for all 
students, beginning during the 2006–2007 school year.  The primary purpose of this form 
was to serve as a communication tool between teachers regarding their students’ literacy 
development so they could provide seamless instruction as the students moved from one 
teacher to the next.  However, teachers did not report using the information on the form 
to help them plan instruction.  In fact, some teachers reported that they had not even 
received the forms for their new students.  This information is clearly not being 
communicated as intended, and when the information is being communicated, it is not 
being used.  
 The other data source that teachers have access to through the literacy initiative is 
the mastery tests that are included as part of the core literacy programs, Reading Mastery 
and Language for Learning.  These tests are part of the curriculum and are used to 
determine whether students have mastered the material and whether they are ready to 
move ahead to the next lesson.  Teachers rated this source of data as being more useful 
than the literacy benchmark data and the data on the literacy tracking form, but not as 
useful as other sources of data such as teacher observations and IEP progress monitoring 
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data.  This may be  because the mastery tests are only available for students who are 
participating in the Direct Instruction programs, and as teachers reported, they are only 
using these programs with ―few‖ of their students.  
Teachers reported finding other sources of data, such as IEP goal progress 
monitoring data and informal teacher observations, helpful in planning their instruction 
and determining when changes must be made.  IEP goal progress monitoring data are the 
frequent and ongoing progress monitoring data that are gathered to determine whether 
students are making progress relative to their specific IEP goals.  Typically a data sheet is 
created based on a specific IEP goal, and the teacher and/or teaching assistants record 
data by indicating on the data sheet what they observed, such as whether a student was 
able to provide a correct response to a question.  Teachers also reported finding 
observations helpful in their decision making.  How the observations are conducted was 
not assessed as part of the evaluation; however, the observations are likely informal and 
unstructured and may also involve the examination of student permanent products.  
While teachers were not asked to directly rate its helpfulness, some teachers also reported 
using AIMSweb, a web-based resource with various assessment tools and progress 
monitoring capabilities.   
Part of the instructional planning process involves using student data to identify 
instructional targets.  One of the problems that the ELS Literacy Initiative was designed 
to address was a lack of teacher training and knowledge for providing beginning reading 
instruction to students with significant learning needs.  In order to help address this 
problem, the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence was developed.  One of the intended uses 
of this resource was to help teachers identify appropriate next steps in students’ literacy 
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programs and to identify appropriate instructional strategies to help them achieve those 
goals.  Some teachers reported using the Scope and Sequence in this manner, but others 
reported that the resource was ―overwhelming‖ or that they depended on their 
intervention specialist, literacy coach, or speech and language pathologist to help them 
identify instructional targets.   
The second short-term goal of the initiative that relates to instructional planning is 
for every student in the ELS program to have a written, individualized literacy 
instructional plan.  The results of the evaluation suggest that half of the teachers in the 
program have written plans for ―few‖ or ―none‖ of their students, while the other half has 
written plans for ―many‖ or ―all‖ of their students.  Although some students have written 
plans, the goal of all students having written plans clearly has not been achieved.  Several 
forms have been made available to teachers that they could use as templates for their 
written instructional plans, and teachers can select the format that works best for them.  
Those who have written plans for their students reported them as being helpful, especially 
for communicating literacy plans to other staff members.  Others reported that creating 
written plans for their students is time-consuming and redundant.  In some cases, teachers 
did not even know what tools were available to create the written plans.   
One of the themes that emerged through the qualitative data analysis process was 
the importance of communication and collaboration among ELS staff members in 
planning and delivering literacy instruction.  Teachers and support staff all reported 
positive outcomes associated with effective communication and collaboration among 
team members. However, one of the barriers associated with effective collaboration that 
teachers identified involved finding the time to meet and collaborate as a team.     
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Instructional Planning: Recommendations   
The results of the program evaluation suggest that there is room for improvement 
when it comes to instructional planning in the ELS program.  The following paragraphs 
describe some actions that have already been taken to improve this process as well as 
additional suggestions to be considered by the program stakeholders.  
 The collection of literacy benchmark data has been discontinued as of the 2008–
2009 school year.  Teachers are clearly not using the benchmark data to inform their 
instructional practices.  However, it remains important that teachers have information 
about how their students are progressing in their literacy development.  Therefore, the 
intervention specialists in the program have been encouraged to work with teachers to 
develop a more individualized plan for progress monitoring through data collection.  The 
tools that were a part of the benchmark system may or may not be used as part of an 
individualized plan.  It is anticipated that the data will be more useful to teachers if the 
data collection process is individualized based on student need.   
 Many of the pitfalls associated with the instructional planning process in the ELS 
program can be addressed through providing teachers with more support from someone 
who has expertise in the instructional planning process and the resources available in the 
program.  More specifically, teachers reported that barriers to the planning process 
included not knowing how to use available data, not having the time to engage in the 
process, and being intimidated by the resources that have been created to assist them in 
the process.  The intervention specialists have been identified as a group of individuals 
who can take on a more supportive role in the instructional planning process.  Several 
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intervention specialists have already taken on this role in their classrooms, and teachers 
report depending on them heavily and finding their support very helpful. 
 The intervention specialists in the ELS program are in the ideal position to take on 
more of a supportive role in the instructional planning process in the classroom.  These 
staff members have all been trained as school psychologists and, consequently, have 
strong backgrounds in data-based decision-making, consultation, and effective 
instruction.  The intervention specialists are already responsible for the collection and 
interpretation of student literacy data in the classroom; consequently, the role of 
providing more support in instructional planning would be a natural fit.  The intervention 
specialists are in the classroom one day a week, which allows them to provide more 
frequent support than the other consultants in the program and to follow through with 
decisions that are made.  Because they are in the classroom so often, they are in a better 
position to observe instruction in action, identify training needs, and suggest additional 
resources for support.  As part of their increased role in the instructional planning 
process, the intervention specialists would be responsible for knowing what actions 
should be taken at different times during the year as part of the instructional planning 
process, and would work closely with teachers to accomplish those objectives. 
The program evaluator met with the intervention specialists in October, 2008 to 
discuss the need for them to take more of a leadership role in the instructional planning 
process.  The group spent some time describing the instructional planning process for 
literacy in ELS classrooms and identifying the activities that take place at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the school year (see Appendix H).  This exercise was designed to gain 
group consensus regarding the instructional planning process.  The next step involves 
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identifying the professional development and other supports that the intervention 
specialists will need in order to be prepared and confident in leading the instructional 
planning process.  Before the intervention specialists formally take on an increased role 
in supporting teachers with instructional planning, feedback from other stakeholder 
groups (e.g., program planning, the curriculum committee, and other program 
consultants) should be solicited.   
 Additional recommendations should also be considered by the program 
administrator and other stakeholders of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  The first is to 
continue identifying progress monitoring tools and strategies that meet the unique needs 
of students in the ELS program.  Because many students in the program have processing 
issues and physical limitations, progress monitoring tools must be measures of accuracy, 
not fluency.  Additionally, the tools must be appropriate for use with students who are 
nonverbal.  Currently, the program makes available a series of progress monitoring tools 
that have been modified from their original format to meet these requirements.  However, 
concerns have been raised about the sensitivity and validity of these measures.  It is 
recommended that as part of the literacy initiative, research and investigation into 
appropriate progress monitoring strategies and practices should continue.  
 Another recommendation is continued professional development for ELS staff in 
the area of literacy.  Even if the intervention specialists in the program begin to take on 
more of a supportive role in the instructional planning process, staff in the program, 
especially teachers, are going to need additional professional development regarding how 
literacy skills develop in students with moderate to severe disabilities, what research says 
about effective instruction with this population of students, and how to use data to inform 
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instructional practices.  Teachers and other support staff have received professional 
development on these topics in the past, but the results of the program evaluation suggest 
that they could benefit from ongoing training in these topics as well as training on how to 
use the various resources that are available through the literacy initiative, such as the ELS 
Literacy Scope and Sequence, to support instruction.   
 It is recommended that the program adopt a standard instructional planning 
process and hold teachers accountable for using that process.  The intervention specialists 
have already started to describe an instructional planning process for literacy in the ELS 
program and have outlined the related activities that are to be conducted at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the school year (see Appendix H).   During focus group interviews, 
teachers suggested that the program administration should hold teachers more 
accountable for the instruction that is taking place in their classrooms.  Standardizing the 
instructional planning process and holding teachers accountable for using the process 
would provide clear expectations and increase the likelihood that teachers would engage 
in a high-quality planning process.  If a standard process is to be adopted by the program, 
it will be important to ensure that teachers have the material resources and professional 
development/coaching support necessary for implementation. 
 The results of the program evaluation suggest that teachers are not using the data 
on the ELS Literacy Tracking Form as intended.  The form was developed to improve 
communication regarding students’ literacy development from one teacher to the next, 
and consequently, to assist teachers in their instructional planning.  It is recommended 
that teachers continue to complete the literacy tracking form however, it is apparent that 
actions must be taken to improve its use.  More specifically, teachers need to be held 
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more accountable for completing the form, sending a copy into the district office, and 
keeping a copy with the student records that accompany the student when s/he moves on 
to the next teacher.  More effective ways of sharing student information and data from 
one student to the next are currently being explored, such as sending a CD with the 
student that contains all of the necessary transition information in an electronic format.  It 
is also possible that student data could be stored and shared more effectively using the 
new web-based server called SharePoint.  Furthermore, teachers need additional 
professional development and coaching support on how to use the information on the 
form.  Completing the literacy tracking form and using the information to help in 
planning instruction is an area in which the intervention specialists in the classrooms can 
provide teachers with ongoing support. 
 With regard to having a written instructional plan for every student in the ELS 
program, some of the recommendations mentioned above apply here as well, such as 
standardizing the planning process and holding teachers more accountable for using that 
process.  However, if teachers are going to be held accountable for having written literacy 
plans, it will be important that they be given a planning format that they find beneficial.  
Teachers currently have access to several forms, but none of these forms are currently 
used extensively.  Furthermore, teachers would benefit from additional professional 
development and continued support in the classroom regarding how to complete literacy 
plans.  The intervention specialists can take more of a role in the classroom to support 
this aspect of the planning process.   
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Teacher Skills and Confidence: Results   
Teachers in the program feel supported, prepared, and confident in their literacy 
instruction through the material and professional development resources that they have 
been provided through the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Various sources of professional 
development are available to teachers in the program, such as program-sponsored 
workshops, workshops hosted by the cooperative district, workshops and conferences 
hosted outside of the district, and site-based coaching and consultation.  Teachers report 
that all of these sources of professional development are helpful to them. 
With regard to workshops, teachers report that trainings on how to implement the 
Direct Instruction programs and the ―make and take‖ workshops that are given by the 
technology staff are particularly helpful.  However, they reported that most other training 
opportunities, such as general education reading conferences, are helpful as well.  
Teachers and support staff reported that they would like to see additional training 
opportunities made available for parents specifically on research-based reading strategies 
and how to support literacy at home.  They would also like more training for teaching 
assistants on the basics of literacy development in students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  In addition, they would like more training for themselves on reading 
comprehension and written expression as well as trainings that are geared toward younger 
students or students who are at the beginner and novice stages of literacy development.  
On the other hand, finding the time to attend workshops and having adequate staff to 
cover another staff member’s absence were both identified as barriers to professional 
development.  
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Teachers also report that the consultants who provide support in their classrooms 
are very helpful.  Teachers tend to use the reading coach and technology consultant 
primarily to help them identify instructional resources, to train staff on those instructional 
resources, and to help problem solve with them on how best to provide instruction to 
students with complicated learning needs.  Teachers identified that the support from 
consultants could be improved by having more time with them in their classrooms.  
Additionally, teachers recommended that the consultants come into their classrooms with 
a suggested agenda of what needs to be covered, with some room for teachers to add 
items to that agenda.   
Teacher Skills and Confidence: Recommendations   
With regard to professional development, it is recommended that the current 
workshops offered through the ELS program and the cooperative district continue to be 
offered to teachers.  The cooperative district should also consider providing additional 
workshops about instructional strategies for students at the earliest levels of literacy 
development as well as trainings on reading comprehension strategies.  Because of the 
continued need for new and existing staff to be trained, the program committee may want 
to consider developing a literacy training sequence that would include basic level 
trainings on literacy development and instructional strategies as well as more advanced 
trainings for the teachers who already have command of the basics.  Such a training 
sequence could be repeated on a regular basis.  Teachers should also be encouraged to 
attend workshops and reading conferences that are not provided by the cooperative 
district, because they reported that gaining this outside perspective was helpful in 
planning their instruction. 
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Teachers also recommended making additional training opportunities available 
for teaching assistants and parents.  Actions have already been taken to address the need 
to provide teaching assistants with a basic understanding of how literacy develops and 
how to support literacy instruction.  A workshop covering this content has been 
developed and is being offered to teaching assistants twice during the 2008–2009 school 
year.  At the end of the school year, it will be important to examine the feedback 
provided on this training and determine if the training should be offered again.  With 
regard to training parents, the program may want to consider providing this information 
through the ELS program’s parent group.  Other means of sharing information with 
parents should be explored as well, such as mailing information to parents about how 
they can support literacy at home. 
Teachers find the reading coach and technology coach very helpful, and it is 
recommended that these consultants continue to be available to answer teacher questions, 
to help teachers access instructional and technology resources, and to provide training on 
these materials as necessary.  However, teachers reported wanting more frequent and 
ongoing support and feedback from the consultants in the program.  As suggested earlier 
in this chapter, the intervention specialists in the ELS program could be used to provide 
this additional coaching and support to teachers in the classroom.  The intervention 
specialists are available in each classroom one day a week, and are familiar with and 
understand the students’ unique learning needs.  They are therefore in the perfect position 
to provide instructional support to teachers.  While some of the intervention specialists in 
the program are already prepared to provide this support to teachers, others may need 
additional training and coaching themselves in areas such as understanding when and 
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how to use the Direct Instruction programs, what basic instructional strategies in the area 
of literacy can be used, and how to use literacy assessments to plan instruction and 
monitor student progress.  It is also important to note that the increased role of the 
intervention specialists in the instructional planning process would not replace the 
responsibilities of the reading and technology consultants.  The consultants should 
continue to be used to help identify instructional resources, provide training on those 
resources, and aid in problem solving on difficult cases.  
Intermediate Outcomes 
 The desired intermediate outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative included (a) 
increasing instructional consistency between classrooms in the ELS program, (b) 
improving students’ integration and inclusion opportunities within their school 
communities, and (c) improving the home/school connection and the generalization of 
literacy skills.  It was expected that intermediate outcomes would be achieved within two 
to three years of the formal start of the literacy initiative.  The following sections describe 
the results of the program evaluation and the recommended next steps for each of the 
intermediate outcomes.   
Instructional Consistency: Results  
One of the problems that the ELS Literacy Initiative was designed to address was 
the lack of instructional consistency within the ELS program.  Literacy instruction was 
frequently very different from one classroom to the next, and this inconsistency created 
disjointed instruction for students who moved from one teacher to another, particularly 
when students moved from the primary level to the intermediate level.  Because of 
inconsistent instruction and poor communication between classrooms, teachers often 
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found themselves ―starting from scratch‖ with students’ literacy instruction.  It was 
expected that the activities of the ELS Literacy Initiative, such as the use of the core 
instructional program and the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence, would increase 
instructional consistency between classrooms.  Furthermore, using the ELS literacy 
tracking form and having individualized literacy plans for every student was intended to 
improve communication between teachers regarding students’ literacy development and 
instruction.   
 When teachers were asked to rate the extent to which they believed instructional 
continuity was maintained within the ELS program, the majority of primary level 
teachers responded that they didn’t know, and the responses from the intermediate 
teachers ranged from ―very little‖ to ―moderate.‖  The identification of the Direct 
Instruction programs as the core curriculum was expected to increase instructional 
consistency within the program.  However, while teachers suggested that instructional 
consistency is easier when the Direct Instruction programs are carried over from one 
teacher to the next, they also expressed frustration that the programs sometimes were not 
continued and students who had made progress in the Direct Instruction programs in their 
classrooms moved on to classrooms in which the teacher used another program.  
Teachers also reported that the programs are being used with ―few‖ students.  The 
development of the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence was expected to increase 
instructional continuity for students who were not participating in the Direct Instruction 
programs by providing a ―blueprint‖ for literacy instruction in the program.  However, 
the results of the evaluation suggest that teachers are not using this resource as intended.   
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 The results of the program evaluation also suggest that teachers are not using the 
ELS literacy tracking form as intended and, as a result, it is not serving to improve 
communication and instructional consistency.  Some teachers in the program reported not 
having received the tracking forms for their incoming students, and when they did receive 
them, they infrequently used the information on the forms to help with planning their 
literacy instruction.  Their failure to reference this communication tool when planning 
instruction, coupled with the fact that very few students in the program have written 
instructional plans that can be passed along to their next teachers, suggests that literacy 
instruction in the ELS program continues to be inconsistent and disjointed.   
Instructional Consistency: Recommendations   
Some of the recommendations for addressing instructional consistency have also 
been made to address improvements related to the desired short-term outcomes.  For 
example, one of the recommendations for improving instructional consistency is to 
increase teachers’ use of the instructional resources that have been made available to 
them through the literacy initiative, such as the Direct Instruction programs and the ELS 
Literacy Scope and Sequence.  Because teachers report that it is easier to transition 
students who are participating in the Direct Instruction programs, student participation in 
these programs should be encouraged.  However, it is also important to ensure that 
teachers receiving new students continue using these programs when they have been 
demonstrated to be successful.  Currently, the continuation of the Direct Instruction 
programs with students who transition from one teacher to another is perceived as 
optional.  It is recommended that administrators in the program, such as the program 
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supervisors, support the continuation of successful instructional programs across 
teachers.   
Similarly, it is recommended that teachers be encouraged to use the ELS Literacy 
Scope and Sequence.  The Scope and Sequence serves as an instructional blueprint to be 
followed and can standardize the skills students are taught and the sequence with which 
those skills are being taught across classrooms.  The Scope and Sequence and 
corresponding resources will be available to teachers electronically through the online 
file storage and sharing system, www.box.net, which may help to increase the use of this 
document.  Teachers and other staff in the program should also receive additional 
professional development on this resource to ensure that all staff members understand the 
resource and how to use it.  
Communication between teachers can go a long way in increasing instructional 
consistency; consequently, it is recommended that teachers be held accountable for 
completing the ELS literacy tracking form and sharing this information with the receiving 
teachers.  The framework of the tracking form mirrors that of the ELS Literacy Scope and 
Sequence, and the two are intended to be used together in the instructional planning 
process.  The tracking form also contains information relating to the instructional 
programs that were being used and the last lesson that a student completed in the 
program.  In addition to holding teachers accountable for the completion of the form, 
more efficient ways of sharing student data and information from one teacher to the next 
are being explored.  It is possible that the new web-based server, SharePoint, will 
facilitate this information sharing process.  Because of their role in supporting 
instructional planning in the classroom, the intervention specialists can also assist 
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teachers in the completion and communication of the literacy tracking form.  In fact, the 
intervention specialists in the program have asked that the form be included in the ―blue 
folders,‖ the system that is used to pass student information from one intervention 
specialist to the next in the ELS program.  This will begin during the 2008–2009 to 
2009–2010 school year transition.  
 The final recommendation is to also hold teachers accountable for developing 
written instructional plans for each of their students.  Literacy plans typically contain 
information about specific skills that are being taught, programs or materials being used 
to teach those skills, when the skills are being worked on, and how student progress in 
those skills is being measured. A detailed instructional plan provides a clear picture to 
receiving teachers of what literacy instruction looks like for students prior to entering 
their classrooms.  The program must ensure that teachers have adequate support for 
developing individualized plans, which includes providing them with the appropriate 
templates and professional development on how to use the templates.  The reading coach 
and/or intervention specialist in the classroom can provide on-site consultation and 
support to teachers in the development of written instructional plans.  
Integration and Inclusion: Results   
It was expected that if student literacy instruction in the ELS program was aligned 
with research-based practices and students were experiencing improved academic gains 
in the area of literacy, then their inclusion and integration opportunities within their 
school communities would be improved.  Despite achievement gains made by students in 
the program, for the majority of students, the skill gap between ELS students and their 
typically developing peers has not been reduced enough to significantly impact inclusion.  
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However, teachers report that the behavioral gains that have been made by students as a 
result of their literacy instruction, such as being able to sit and listen to a story, have 
positively affected their inclusion and integration into the classroom.  Overall, the 
majority of teachers believe that the ELS Literacy Initiative has facilitated the integration 
and inclusion of ELS students into district classrooms ―to a great extent.‖   
One of the desired outcomes of implementing the Direct Instruction programs in 
the ELS classrooms was the integration and inclusion of students into district-based 
classrooms where the same curriculum is being used.  However, the results of the 
evaluation suggest that this has not been happening.  Another factor that did appear to 
facilitate integration and inclusion into district-based classrooms involved making a 
connection to the general education curriculum.  Teachers reported that when they had a 
better understanding of what was expected from students in the general education 
classroom, and when they worked closely with the general education teachers to identify 
the times during the day when it would be appropriate for an ELS student to be included, 
students had a more positive integration experience.   
Integration and Inclusion: Recommendations   
One of the themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis process was 
that of providing instruction based on a broader perspective.  That broader perspective 
frequently was said to include general education and knowing the expectations for 
students in the general education curriculum at any given grade level.  This connection 
appears to improve the inclusion and integration experiences of students and should be 
fostered in the ELS program.  As was recommended with regard to professional 
development opportunities, teachers in the ELS program should be encouraged to attend 
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reading and literacy conferences for general education teachers so they can gain that 
perspective.  It is also recommended that ELS teachers gain a greater understanding of 
the Illinois Learning Standards as they apply to literacy.  Familiarity with the learning 
standards can facilitate the link to the general education curriculum.   
 Another theme identified was the importance of communication and collaboration 
among team members.  In order to improve the inclusion and integration opportunities of 
students in the ELS program, it is recommended that the general education teacher be a 
more active member of the IEP team.  ELS teachers should collaborate with general 
education teachers to identify the most appropriate times for students to be included, and 
to understand what will be expected of a student in the general education classroom 
during those times so that the necessary skills may be pre-taught in order to increase the 
probability of a positive inclusion experience.      
Generalization: Results   
Students must be able to generalize skills learned in the classroom to other 
settings, such as the home and the community.  The generalization of literacy skills was 
one of the desired intermediate outcomes of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  As part of the 
program evaluation, teachers and parents were asked to provide their opinions about the 
degree to which literacy skills had generalized to the home setting.  Teacher estimations 
of generalization ranged from ―moderate‖ to ―to a great extent.‖  The majority of parents 
estimated that generalization had occurred ―to a great extent,‖ with only a few reporting 
―very little‖ or ―not at all.‖     
Parent involvement was one of the themes identified through the program 
evaluation. Parents appear to be supporting literacy development at home through a 
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variety of means, such as completing homework and reading with their child every day.  
Some teachers reported sending homework home on a regular basis, while others found 
this to be a challenge.  When asked about communication between home and school, the 
majority of parents were satisfied with the level of communication.  The results of the 
evaluation suggest that parents who advocate on behalf of their children can have a strong 
impact on classroom instruction and positively affect student outcomes.  However, 
teachers reported that when parents do not have sufficient information, they sometimes 
advocate for inappropriate instructional strategies, which can create tension between that 
parent and the teacher.    
Generalization: Recommendations   
Given the positive effects that parent involvement has on literacy instruction and 
on student outcomes, one recommendation is to encourage parents to become actively 
involved in the instructional planning process.  Teachers should communicate and 
collaborate with parents in developing instructional plans, monitoring student progress, 
and determining when changes to an instructional plan are needed.  In order for parents to 
be active and meaningful participants in this process, it will be important to provide them 
with information on how literacy develops, as well as on best practices in literacy 
instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  This information can be 
shared with parents in a variety of ways, such as through meeting with the ELS parent 
group, offering a workshop on the topic, or sending information home to parents.  The 
program committee might also consider developing a webpage that provides information 
to parents in the ELS program.   
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Parents report supporting literacy instruction at home in a variety of ways, and it 
is recommended that the ELS program continue to encourage parents to reinforce literacy 
skills at home.  Teachers can encourage this by sending work home to be completed.  
However, teachers reported that sending work home on a regular basis can be difficult 
because of the time involved in preparing the materials.  However, the online file sharing 
system that has been adopted by the program may provide teachers with access to 
materials that can be easily printed and sent home.  Another way to facilitate the 
reinforcement of literacy skills at home involves educating parents on strategies they can 
use, depending on where their children fall on the developmental continuum.  The 
program could also provide teachers with a list of web-based resources that they could 
use to access materials and activities.   
Long-Term Outcomes 
 The identified long-term outcomes are the most important goals of the literacy 
initiative, and include (a) improving students’ reading achievement, (b) improving post-
school outcomes, and (c) serving as a model to the cooperative’s member districts in the 
area of literacy instruction.  The long-term outcomes of the literacy initiative would be 
expected to have been achieved three or more years after the formal start of the initiative.   
Student Outcomes: Results   
An improvement in student literacy achievement is arguably the most important 
potential outcome of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  One of the desired long-term outcomes 
of the initiative is for students to graduate from the ELS program with a demonstrated 
reading proficiency at a
 
second grade level or higher.  In order to determine if progress is 
being made toward this goal and if students in the ELS program are making gains in the 
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area of literacy, the data from the ELS literacy tracking form were analyzed in several 
different ways.  Data were first analyzed to gain an understanding of overall literacy 
development in the program.  This analysis suggested that students are achieving the 
highest levels of development in the skill areas of concepts of print and letter 
identification when compared to the other five skill areas.  Students are experiencing the 
least achievement in the areas of spelling/writing and vocabulary/comprehension.   
One of the themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis was that of a 
strong connection between the expressive and receptive language skills of students in the 
ELS program and their reading comprehension skills.  Students in the ELS program 
characteristically have deficits in the areas of expressive and receptive communication.  
Consequently, the low achievement levels in vocabulary and comprehension are 
expected.  Students who have difficulty with auditory comprehension are going to have 
difficulty with reading comprehension.  One of the factors that was found to facilitate the 
implementation of the literacy initiative and improve student outcomes was the strong 
involvement of the speech and language pathologist in literacy instruction.   
Trends in the data from 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 suggest that students made 
gains across all of the skill areas, with fewer students falling within the beginner 
developmental levels and more falling within the novice and early to upper emergent 
developmental levels.  An examination of individual student growth data suggests that 
the majority of students grew one developmental level or more in at least one skill area 
from 2006–2007 to 2007–2008.  Overall, the literacy tracking form data suggest that 
students in the ELS program are making gains in the area of literacy.  Furthermore, data 
from the survey and focus group interviews suggest that teachers believe students are 
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making gains in the area of literacy and that these gains are primarily a result of the 
instruction they are providing in their classrooms as well as the use of resources that they 
have been provided.   
Student Outcomes: Recommendations   
The evaluation found a strong connection between language skills and literacy 
skills in the ELS program.  This theme is related to several recommendations, the first of 
which is to increase the involvement of the speech and language pathologist in the 
planning and delivery of literacy instruction.  This involvement will require that teachers 
have time to collaborate with their speech and language pathologist.  The results of the 
evaluation suggest that having time to collaborate and communicate with team members 
facilitated the implementation of literacy instruction and increased student literacy 
outcomes.  Therefore, teachers should not have a designated time to collaborate with only 
the speech and language pathologists, but with the team as a whole, including the 
intervention specialists, teaching assistants, and parents, to regularly evaluate student 
progress and make changes to instruction when necessary.  The implementation of a 
standardized instructional planning process in the ELS program may facilitate 
communication and collaboration among team members.  Having a standardized process 
that incorporates team collaboration times could increase the likelihood that teams will 
meet to discuss literacy instruction and outcomes in the classroom.  Another component 
to this recommendation involves providing additional training to speech and language 
pathologists regarding the connection between language and literacy and how they can 
support literacy instruction in the classroom.  
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 The results of the student data analysis suggested that the second lowest area of 
literacy achievement in the program is spelling and writing.  Teachers expressed the 
desire to have more professional development and instructional resources in the area of 
written expression.  If a professional development sequence in the area of literacy is 
developed, strategies for teaching written expression could be included as one of the 
―advanced‖ trainings.     
It is important that the ELS program continue to track student literacy outcomes.  
Currently, data from the literacy tracking form are used to measure and track literacy 
outcomes.  However, it is important to note that the literacy tracking form data are not a 
direct measure of student skill development, but rather a reflection of a teacher’s 
perception of where a student falls along the developmental continuum.  One 
recommendation is to continue to research assessment tools that can (a) provide a direct 
measure of student literacy outcomes, (b) meet the unique needs of students with 
moderate to severe disabilities, and (c) serve as a measure of programmatic outcomes.  
Meanwhile, if the literacy tracking data continue to be used as a measure of 
programmatic outcomes, it is recommended that strides be taken to increase the reliability 
of the data that are collected and to ensure that teacher ratings of student skill 
development are accurate.  One way to do this would be to provide more direction to 
teachers and intervention specialists regarding how the ratings should be made, which 
assessment tools can be used to measure students’ skill development in each of the areas, 
and how the results of those assessments can be used to inform teacher ratings.  The 
reliability of the teacher ratings can be increased even more if teachers and intervention 
specialists are given guidelines regarding how student performance on the various 
 337 
assessment tools aligns with the ratings of literacy development.  The program should 
commit to evaluating student literacy outcomes on an annual basis and using the 
information along with other sources of data to determine how literacy instruction in the 
ELS program can continue to be improved.  
Post School Outcomes: Recommendations   
One of the desired long-term goals of the ELS Literacy Initiative is to improve the 
post-school outcomes of graduates of the ELS program.  Post-school outcomes can be 
viewed as falling into three categories: where and how students live their daily lives, 
student employment or other work opportunities and experiences, and student leisure and 
socialization opportunities.  Literacy is a skill that has the possibility of improving 
outcomes in all three of these areas.  It is expected that if students can graduate from the 
ELS program having achieved a second grade reading achievement level or higher, their 
post-graduation opportunities will improve, which can ultimately affect the students’ 
quality of life.  
 Post-school outcomes were not measured as part of the current program 
evaluation.  It is recommended that the program begin to plan for when and how to 
regularly collect data regarding the effects of the ELS Literacy Initiative on students once 
they have graduated.  During the 2007–2008 school year, the ELS program began to 
collect survey data for the first time on the outcomes for graduates of the program for one 
year.  During the 2008–2009 school year, the effort to collect post-school outcome data 
has been expanded to not only include graduates who were one year out of the program, 
but also students who had been out of the program for five years.  It is recommended that 
the program identify a way to assess the impact of literacy instruction on post-school 
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outcomes using the existing data collection system.  It may be possible to examine the 
relationship between the literacy development scores from when the students graduated 
from the program and their post-school outcomes and to then determine what patterns 
may be associated with students having higher and lower literacy development at the time 
of graduation.   
Model Program: Recommendations   
The final desired long-term outcome of the literacy initiative is that the ELS 
program serve as a model of research-based reading instruction for students with 
disabilities to the districts that the cooperative serves.  This is an important outcome 
because one of the primary functions of the cooperative is to increase the capacity of its 
member districts to better meet the needs of the students they serve.  In order to be a 
model for other districts, the ELS program will need to find a way to communicate 
information to them regarding best practices in reading instruction for students with 
disabilities and to provide ongoing consultation relating to these best practices using a 
systematic problem-solving process, such as the collaborative strategic planning (CSP) 
process recommended by Stollar, Poth, Curtis, and Cohen (2006). 
Summary of Recommendations 
 The following is a brief summary of each of the recommendations for 
improvement and the identified next steps of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  While some of 
these recommendations have already been discussed with the program administrator and 
other stakeholders in the program and acted upon, others are solely the recommendations 
of the evaluator and will be shared with program stakeholders for feedback and input. 
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Recommendation 1   
The ELS program has purchased and disseminated a research-based early literacy 
curriculum (the Early Literacy Skill Builder, or ELSB) that was designed specifically to 
meet the needs of students with moderate to severe disabilities and can be adapted for use 
with students who are nonverbal for the primary level classrooms.  The search should 
continue for a similar type of program that can be used at the intermediate level.   
Recommendation 2   
The ELS program has purchased a subscription to an online file storage and 
management system, www.box.net, that provides a place where teachers and staff in the 
ELS program can effectively and efficiently share documents and materials.  Teachers 
have been encouraged to upload the instructional materials that they have created to this 
site.  Other literacy resources will also be made available electronically using this site, 
including the ELS Literacy Scope and Sequence and corresponding assessment and 
instructional resources.  The program should continue to find ways that the online file 
sharing capabilities of this site can facilitate teacher access to resources related to the 
literacy initiative.    
Recommendation 3   
The cooperative district is in the process of moving to a web-based server, 
SharePoint, that has the potential to provide the same online file storage and sharing 
capabilities as www.box.net.  The additional capabilities of this server, such as its ability 
to provide an online forum for teacher collaboration and discussion and its ability to 
provide easy access to student data, should be explored.   
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Recommendation 4   
Teachers should be provided with clear and easy-to-access information about the 
curricular and technology resources that are available to them, including location of the 
resources, identification of the skills addressed by the resources, the grade levels for 
which they are appropriate, the types of students for whom each resource is best suited, 
and how to access the resources.  This information could be made accessible to teachers 
through the online file storage site www.box.net.  
Recommendation 5   
The program and cooperative district should continue to provide professional 
development in the area of literacy instruction for teachers and ELS staff.  Training needs 
that have been identified for teachers include information on how literacy develops in 
students with moderate to severe disabilities, what skills should be taught as part of a 
comprehensive literacy instruction program, how to identify where students are in their 
literacy development, and how to identify appropriate instructional targets.  Teachers 
have also requested further training relating to instructional strategies for students who 
are at the earliest levels of literacy development as well as to instructional strategies 
dealing with reading comprehension and written expression.  The program may want to 
consider developing a professional development strand that offers both basic and 
advanced training in the area of literacy on a regular basis.   
Recommendation 6   
Teachers should also be encouraged to attend workshops and reading conferences 
outside of the cooperative district that are geared toward general education.  Teachers 
reported that gaining this outside perspective has been helpful in planning instruction.  It 
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is also recommended that ELS teachers gain a greater understanding of the Illinois 
Learning Standards as they apply to literacy.  Familiarity with the learning standards can 
facilitate the linkage of ELS strategies to the general education curriculum.   
Recommendation 7   
In addition to offering supplemental professional development to teachers, it is 
recommended that the program provide additional training opportunities for teaching 
assistants and parents.  A workshop for teaching assistants has already been developed 
that provides information about the basics of literacy development and instruction for 
student with moderate to severe disabilities.  This training is being offered twice during 
the 2008–2009 school year.  It is also recommended that the ELS program explore ways 
for providing more information to parents about best practices in literacy instruction and 
how parents can support literacy skills at home.   
Recommendation 8   
The collection of literacy benchmark data has been discontinued as of the 2008–
2009 school year.  It is recommended that the intervention specialists in the program take 
a more individualized approach to literacy assessment, identifying for each student which 
assessments of student skill strengths and weaknesses are necessary for instructional 
planning and developing a progress monitoring plan that will provide the most helpful 
information.  Furthermore, the program should continue to identify progress monitoring 
tools and strategies that are reliable and valid and that can be used with students who may 
have processing issues or physical limitations, or who may be nonverbal.    
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Recommendation 9   
The intervention specialists in the program should provide more ongoing and 
direct support to teachers in the instructional planning process, helping them to interpret 
student assessments, identify instructional targets, develop individualized instructional 
plans, locate and implement curricular resources, identify the training needs of staff, and 
determine when changes in instruction need to be made.  In this role, the intervention 
specialists can also facilitate teacher use of the resources that have been made available to 
them through the literacy initiative, such as the Direct Instruction programs and the ELS 
Literacy Scope and Sequence.  The intervention specialists have already begun to define 
the instructional planning process and identify their role in supporting that process.  The 
intervention specialists should be provided with additional training and support as 
necessary to prepare them to support literacy instruction in the classroom.     
Recommendation 10   
Teachers find the consultative support provided to be very helpful, and it is 
recommended that the technology consultant and reading coach continue to provide on-
site support.  Given that this type of support is found to be so helpful to teachers, it is 
recommended that the program explore options for increasing coaching support to 
teachers.  One recommendation that has been made is for the intervention specialists to 
provide this additional instructional support to teachers.   
Recommendation 11   
It is recommended that the ELS program develop and adopt a standard 
instructional planning process and hold teachers accountable for using that process.  
Appendix H contains an instructional planning process that was described by the 
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intervention specialists in the program.  It is recommended that feedback from other 
stakeholder groups be solicited with regard to the adoption of such a process.  
Standardizing the instructional planning process has the potential to provide clear 
expectations, increase instructional consistency between classrooms, increase the 
likelihood that teachers will engage in a quality instructional planning process, and allow 
for the program to hold teachers accountable for the activities that are a part of the 
process.    
Recommendation 12   
In order to improve communication among teachers and increase instructional 
consistency, the program should hold teachers accountable for completing and using the 
ELS literacy tracking form.  To facilitate this objective, the program should continue to 
explore ways to make the completion and sharing of this document more efficient, such 
as putting the information on a CD that will be passed from one teacher to another or 
using the new web-based server to house this information.  Teachers would also benefit 
from additional professional development and coaching support on how to use the 
literacy tracking form for instructional planning.  
Recommendation 13   
The ELS program should continue to track student literacy outcomes.  This is 
currently done using information from the ELS literacy tracking form; however, the 
program should continue to research assessment tools that can provide a direct measure 
of students’ skills, meet the unique needs of students with moderate to severe disabilities, 
and serve as a measure of programmatic outcomes.  Meanwhile, it is recommended that 
strides be taken to increase the reliability of the data solicited the literacy tracking form.  
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One way to do this would be to provide more information to teachers and intervention 
specialists on which assessment tools should be used to measure students’ development 
in each of the skill areas and how scores on those assessments align with the four stages 
of literacy development that are tracked on the form.  The program should commit to 
evaluating student literacy outcomes on an annual basis and using the information, along 
with other sources of data, to determine how literacy instruction in the ELS program can 
continue to be improved.  
Recommendation 14   
Teachers should be held accountable for having a written instructional plan for 
each of their students.  To support teachers in achieving this goal, the program should 
identify a specific planning template to be used and provide teachers with professional 
development opportunities and on-site coaching in the use of the template.   
Recommendation 15   
The program should encourage communication and collaboration among team 
members for instructional planning.  All team members should be involved in the 
planning and decision-making process for each student, including the ELS teacher, 
general education teacher, parent(s), teaching assistants, and other support staff members 
in the classroom (e.g., the intervention specialist and speech and language pathologist).  
Having set times during the year when teams review data and make decisions can 
encourage communication and collaboration. 
Recommendation 16   
Teachers should take strides to meaningfully involve parents in the planning of 
literacy instruction and in the instructional decisions that are made on an ongoing basis.  
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In order for parents to be active and meaningful participants in this process, it will be 
important to provide them with information on how literacy develops and best practices 
in literacy instruction for students with moderate to severe disabilities.  This information 
can be made available to parents through a variety of methods, such as meetings with the 
ELS parent group, offering workshops for parents, or sending information home to 
parents.  The program committee may also wish to create a webpage that provides 
information for parents in the ELS program.   
Recommendation 17   
The ELS program should take strides to ensure that the speech and language 
pathologists are an integral part of the planning and delivery of literacy instruction.  
Other recommendations that have been made, such as identifying a time for 
communication and collaboration among team members and standardizing the 
instructional planning process, can also help facilitate the involvement of the speech and 
language pathologists.  In addition, it is recommended that the program provide 
additional training to speech and language pathologists about the relationship between 
language and literacy and how they can support literacy instruction in the classroom.  
Recommendation 18   
The ELS program should begin to plan for when and how data will be collected 
regarding the impact of the ELS Literacy Initiative on post-school outcomes.   
Recommendation 19   
To serve as a model for other districts, the ELS program should develop a plan for 
communicating with districts about best practices in reading instruction for students with 
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disabilities and how the program will provide ongoing consultation to districts who wish 
to improve instruction to students in their special education programs.   
Dissemination of Information 
The primary goal of this program evaluation study was to assist the ELS program 
administrator in decision making regarding the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Therefore, the 
results of the evaluation will first and foremost be shared with the program administrator, 
and who will ultimately decide how the results will be shared and used in making 
decisions about the Initiative.  It is recommended that the program administrator involve 
the key stakeholder groups in interpreting the evaluation results and in identifying the 
next steps in the implementation of the literacy initiative.  Key stakeholder groups in the 
program include the curriculum committee, which includes teacher representatives from 
all grade levels, and the program planning committee, which is the decision-making body 
of the ELS program and is made up of representatives of teachers and support staff in the 
program.  It is important to involve these stakeholder groups in the decision-making 
process because many of the recommendations that were made as part of this evaluation 
study have would impact the roles and responsibilities of various staff members in the 
program.   
It is recommended that the program administrator take several steps in the 
dissemination of the evaluation outcomes and results.  First, as part of the program 
evaluation process, key stakeholders in the program should be asked to provide 
comments on the validity of the results of the evaluation.  Once the stakeholder groups 
have provided this feedback, the next step would be to review the recommendations and 
decide on actions.  A plan of action may include determining the problem to be 
 347 
addressed, the actions taken to address the problem, the necessary resources, timelines for 
implementation, desired outcomes of the plan of action, and an intended date to review 
the progress of the plan.  Because the evaluator currently serves as a consultant on 
curriculum and instruction to the ELS program, she is in a unique position to support the 
decision-making process and follow through on the identified plans of action.  
Furthermore, the evaluator will be available to work closely with the program 
administrator to review the progress of the ELS Literacy Initiative as well as its impact 
on student outcomes on an annual basis.   
Limitations 
The results of this program evaluation study must be interpreted within the 
identified limitations.  These limitations can be grouped as (a) contextual limitations, (b) 
design limitations, and (c) impact limitations.   
Contextual Limitations 
Contextual limitations are related to the conditions surrounding the initiation and 
completion of the evaluation study.  For example, the current evaluation was initiated by 
the evaluator, and not by the person who was considered the ―client‖ of the evaluation, 
the ELS program administrator.  Program evaluations are typically initiated by a client 
who seeks the support of an evaluator to help answer questions about a specific program 
or initiative.  However, the evaluator initiated the evaluation in this case because she had 
significant involvement with the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative and was 
genuinely interested in helping the client determine the appropriate next steps in the 
program.  
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Another contextual limitation is the fact that the evaluator is a staff member of the 
ELS program.  According to Worthen, Sanders, and Fitzpatrick (1997), there can be some 
disadvantages to having an internal evaluator, such as not being able to gain an impartial 
perspective on the evaluation.  (Strides taken by the evaluator to avoid researcher bias are 
discussed below under, ―Design Limitations.‖)  On the other hand, there are several 
benefits to having an evaluator who is involved with the program being evaluated, 
including the fact that the evaluator has a knowledge of the history of the program; 
familiarity with the stakeholders and their interests, concerns, and potential hidden 
agendas; and the ability to support the program by using the results of the evaluation to 
drive practice, thereby helping to implement the recommended changes.  
Design Limitations 
One of the greatest potential limitations of the current evaluation study was that of 
researcher bias.  The potential for researcher bias influencing the evaluation was strong 
because the evaluator had personal investment in the program being evaluated, and 
because studies that use qualitative methodologies are at a greater risk of being 
influenced by researcher bias.  Strides taken to reduce the potential for researcher bias 
included (a) identifying the beliefs and theoretical assumptions of the evaluator and 
making personal reflections regarding the potential effects of these beliefs, (b) seeking 
reflections on the potential of bias from peers and conducting reliability checks on 
conclusions drawn from the qualitative data, (c) triangulating the data when describing 
the results of the study, and (d) providing a ―audit trail‖ that identifies all actions taken 
and all decisions made by the evaluator.    
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The evaluator of the program is a staff member of the ELS program and currently 
serves as a curriculum and instruction consultant to the program.  It is important to note 
that she has a strong personal investment with the ELS Literacy Initiative because of her 
involvement with the development and implementation of the initiative.  Because of this 
personal involvement, the potential existed for the evaluator to be more biased toward 
positive outcomes, or for the evaluator to let personal knowledge and experience 
influence her perspective regarding the results of the study.  In an attempt to limit or at 
least increase transparency with regard to this bias, personal reflections were made 
throughout the process regarding how her personal beliefs and investment could have 
influenced the process and outcomes.  These notes were maintained in several places, as a 
separate column within the raw data in the survey results and focus group transcription, 
as well as within a set of running notes that the evaluator kept.  An example of one way 
in which the personal knowledge and bias of the evaluator influenced the evaluation 
process occurred during the primary level focus group interview, as the evaluator 
interjected information into the conversation about a resource that would be made 
available to teachers the following year to address many of their concerns with regard to 
curricular resources.  By interjecting this type of information, the evaluator may have 
changed the course of that conversation and influenced the data that were gathered within 
that focus group.  An examination of the personal reflections that were kept throughout 
the process suggest that this was one of the only times when the evaluator believed that 
bias had clearly entered into the process.  It was expected that the status of the evaluator 
and her involvement with the implementation of the literacy initiative could influence the 
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behavior of the teachers during the focus group interviews, but there was no evidence to 
suggest that this was the case.  
A second perspective was sought to reduce some of the potential for bias by the 
evaluator, and this second perspective was used in two different ways.  During the focus 
group interviews, the evaluator served as the facilitator.  In addition, a second observer 
was asked to attend the focus groups to take notes not only on what was being said, but 
also on group dynamics and the possible influence of the facilitator on the group. This 
observer was available for two of the three focus group interviews.  Outside of noting a 
few subconscious head nods and ―umm hmm’s‖ from the facilitator during the focus 
group interviews, the second observer did not identify significant potential sources of 
bias.  A second perspective was also sought to determine the reliability of the Level 2 
codes that were identified through the qualitative data analysis process.  The first 
reliability check resulted in a 60% percent agreement rate; however, after changes were 
made to the Level 2 coding definitions, the agreement increased to 78%, increasing the 
confidence that personal bias did not significantly affect the coding process.   
There was a potential for researcher bias to enter into the process when the results 
of the study were being recorded.  In order to reduce the potential for bias in this way, as 
many data sources as possible (i.e., quantitative items on surveys, open-ended items on 
surveys, focus group data, Level 1 codes, Level 2 codes, and student literacy 
development data) were used to inform the results of each of the evaluation questions.  
This process is called triangulation, referring to comparing the results of several sources 
of data to inform the study’s findings.  Triangulation supports a more holistic 
understanding of what is being studied and supports conclusions that better reflect 
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―reality.‖  When differences existed between the conclusions from the various data 
sources, those differences were identified and explored.  Furthermore, the results were 
presented in great detail and with as little interpretation as possible in Chapter Four, so 
that others reviewing the results would be able to make conclusions and interpretations of 
their own.  Interpretation of the data was reserved for the discussion in Chapter Five.   
With regard to the results and conclusions of the study, best practice in program 
evaluation suggests that program stakeholders should be involved in the data 
interpretation process so as to increase the validity of the results as well as reduce the 
potential for researcher bias.  This process typically involves presenting the stakeholders 
with a summary of the results and asking them to draw their own conclusions and make 
their own recommendations.  Unfortunately, time did not allow for the stakeholder 
review; however, the evaluator intends for this component of the evaluation process to 
occur in the near future as part of sharing the results of the study and identifying the next 
steps in the implementation of the literacy initiative.   
The potential for researcher bias was also addressed through the completion of an 
audit trail.  An audit trail is a written document that explicitly, and with great detail, 
describes the process used and the decisions made in the collection and analysis of the 
data so that an external reviewer can follow this path and gain a clear understanding of 
how the researcher came to his or her conclusions.  The evaluator of the current program 
evaluation maintained a detailed audit trail log that contained dates, the audit trail entries, 
and the evidence sources that supported the entries.   
Another design limitation involved the inability of the evaluator to obtain a direct 
assessment of student literacy skills over time in order to answer the question of whether 
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the ELS Literacy Initiative had an impact on student literacy outcomes.  The only direct 
assessment of ELS students’ literacy skills involved the collection of benchmark data.  
Insufficient numbers of students were assessed with any given literacy benchmarking tool 
with the same administration format to draw conclusions regarding student progress as a 
group over time.  The other measure of student literacy development, the ELS literacy 
tracking form, does not directly measure student skill and is instead an indicator of 
teachers’ perceptions of students’ literacy development.  However, the ratings on the 
literacy tracking forms were analyzed to determine whether the students in the ELS 
program were making progress as a group.  It has been recommended that the ELS 
program continue to research tools that provide a direct measure of students’ literacy skill 
development.  The results of these analyses can then be used to make more definitive 
conclusions regarding student progress and achievement.   
Impact Limitations 
The primary purpose of this program evaluation study was to support the program 
administrator and stakeholders of the ELS program in identifying the appropriate next 
steps in the implementation of the ELS Literacy Initiative.  Therefore, the ability to 
generalize the results of this study to other programs was limited.  However, the methods 
employed and the results of the data analyses were presented in great detail so that 
readers might be able to consider potential implications for their own situations.  While 
the results of this study may not have a significant impact on practice in other programs, 
the evaluation has the potential for having a significant influence on practices within the 
ELS program.  Because the evaluator is internal to the program, she can support the 
interpretation and use of the data, as well as outcomes of the evaluation.  Unfortunately, 
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one limitation to the evaluation study was that the evaluator was not able to meet with 
stakeholders of the initiative to review the results of the study and discuss the 
implications of the program.  Therefore, the results and discussion contained in this 
report represent the interpretations and opinions of the evaluator.  The evaluator does 
intend to meet with a stakeholder group to discuss results and implications in the near 
future. 
Generalization of Results 
The program evaluation studied a literacy initiative implemented in a special 
education program that serves students with moderate to severe disabilities as well as 
students with autism.  The initiative was intended to improve curricular resources in the 
program, increase teacher knowledge and confidence in teaching beginning reading, and 
improve student outcomes.  The current evaluation study was designed to describe how 
the literacy initiative was currently being implemented, determine if the desired outcomes 
were being realized, and identify appropriate next steps in program implementation.   
The evaluation study was not designed to generalize to other special education 
programs.  However, several lessons from the evaluation can be applied to special 
education programs that serve a similar population of students.  The first lesson is that 
when provided with direct and systematic instruction that targets all literacy skill areas, 
including phonological awareness and phonics, students with moderate to severe 
disabilities can make progress in these skill areas.  This finding lends some support to the 
notion that the reading research that has been conducted with students who are typically 
developing may have some application to students with significant disabilities.  Another 
lesson that can be taken from the results of this program evaluation is that the Direct 
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Instruction programs can be of use with students who have significant disabilities, but 
only if those students are able to meet the basic demands of the program, such as being 
able to respond verbally on cue.  Unfortunately, the majority of students in the ELS 
program do not meet these criteria.  However, these research-based programs should be 
used to the greatest extent possible because they are ready–to-use, can be implemented by 
teaching assistants, take the mystery out of teaching reading, and are effective with this 
population of students.  The final lesson that can be taken from this evaluation and 
applied to other programs that serve similar student populations is that the existing tools 
and strategies for assessing literacy skills have serious limitations and cannot be used as 
intended when monitoring the progress of students with significant disabilities.  The ELS 
program has had to significantly modify available progress monitoring and assessment 
tools to meet the unique needs of this population of students, such as by modifying the 
tools so that student performance is judged on accuracy and not fluency.   
Overall, the ELS program is making strides in providing effective, research-based 
reading instruction to a population of students that has been largely ignored in the 
literature on reading instruction.  Other programs that serve students with similar 
characteristics can learn from the current evaluation study and the work of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative.  However, research on the most effective strategies for teaching 
literacy to students with significant disabilities and how best to monitor the reading 
progress of these students is needed.   
 
 
 
 355 
References  
Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L.  (1998).  Reframing mental health in schools and expanding  
school reform.  Educational Psychologist, 33(4), 135-152. 
Adelman, H.S. & Taylor, L. (2003).  On sustainability of project innovations as systemic  
change.  Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 14(1), 1-25.  
Al Otaiba, S., & Hosp, M.K.  (2004).  Providing effective literacy instruction to students  
with Down syndrome.  TEACHING Exceptional Children, 36 (4), 28 – 35.   
Batsche, G., Elliot, J., Graden, J.L., Grimes, J., Kovaleski, J.F., Prasse, D., Reschly, D.J.,  
Schrag, J., Tilly, W.D. (2005).  Response to intervention:  Policy considerations 
and implementation.  Alexandria, VA:  National Association of State Directors of 
Special Education.   
Boyd, V.  (1992a).  Creating a context for change.  Issues about Change, 2 (2).  Austin,  
TX:  Southwest Educational Development Laboratory.   
Boyd, V. (1992b).  School context:  Bridge or barrier for change.  Austin, TX: Southwest  
Educational Development Laboratory.   
Boyd, V. & Hord, S.M. (1994).  Principles and the new paradigm:  Schools as learning  
communities.  Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association.  New Orleans, LA.   
Bradford, S., Alberto, P., Houchins, D.E., Shippen, M.E., Flores, M.  (2006).  Using  
instruction to teach decoding skills to middle school students with moderate 
intellectual disabilities.  Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 
41 (4), 333-343.   
 
 356 
Browder, D.M., Gibbs, S.L., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Courtade, G., & Lee, A. (2007).  Early  
Literacy Skills Builder. Madison, WI: Attainment Company. 
Browder, D.M., & Spooner, F. (Eds.)  (2006).  Teaching language-arts, math, and  
science to students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Baltimore:  Brookes 
Publishing.   
Browder, D.M., Wakeman, S.Y., Spooner, F., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., & Algozzine, B.   
(2006).  Research on reading instruction for individuals with significant cognitive 
disabilities.  Council for Exceptional Children, 72 (4), 392-408.   
Browder, D.M., Xin, Y.P.  (1998).  A meta-analysis and review of sight word research  
and its implications for teaching functional reading to individuals with moderate 
and severe disabilities.  Journal of Special Education, 32, 130-153.   
Burns, M.K., Appleton, J.J., & Stehouwer, J.D.  (2005).  Meta-analytic review of  
responsiveness to intervention research:  Examining field-based and research- 
implemented models.  Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment, 23 (4), 381-394.    
Chard, D.J., Vaughn, S., & Tyler, B.  (2002).  A synthesis of research on effective  
interventions for building reading fluency with elementary students with learning 
disabilities.  Journal of Learning Disabilities, 35 (5), 386-406.   
Coffman, J.  (1999).  Learning from logic models:  An example of a family/school  
partnership program.  Harvard Family Research Project, Cambridge, MA. 
Conners, F.A.  (1992).  Reading instruction for students with moderate mental  
retardation:  Review and analysis of research.  American Journal on Mental 
Retardation, 96, 577-597.   
 
 357 
Cooper, R. (1998). Socio-cultural and within-school factors that affect the quality of  
implementation of school-wide programs (Report No. 28). Baltimore, MD: Center 
for Research on the Education of Students Placed at Risk. (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Service No. ED426173).  
Cuban, L.  (1996).  Myths about changing schools and the case of special education.   
Rase:  Remedial and Special Education, 17 (2), 75-82. 
Cunningham, P.M., Cunningham, J.W., & Allington, R.L.  (2002).  Research on the  
components of a comprehensive reading and writing instructional program.  
Retrieved February 2, 2008 from 
http://www.wfu.edu/education/fourblocks/research.html 
Curtis, M.J., Castillo, J.M., & Cohen, R.M.  (2008).  Best practices in system-level  
change (pp. 887-901).  In A. Thomas, & J. Grimes (Eds.), Best Practices in 
School Psychology V.  Washington, DC:  National Association of School 
Psychologists.  
Curtis, M.J., & Stollar, S.  (2002).  Best practices in system-level change.  In A. Thomas,  
& J. Grimes (Eds.), Best Practices in School Psychology IV (pp. 223-234).  
Washington, DC: National Association of School Psychologists.   
DeCoste, D.  (2005).  Literacy assessment, interpretation, and curriculum for students  
with cognitive disabilities.  Professional development training, Arlington Heights, 
IL.   
Dolch, E.W.  (1955).  Methods in reading.  Champaign, IL:  Garrard.   
 
 
 358 
Downing, J.E.  (2006).  Building literacy for students at the presymbolic and early  
symbolic levels.  In D. Browder & F. Spooner (Eds.), Teaching language-arts, 
math, and science  
]to students with significant cognitive disabilities (pp. 39-61).  Baltimore:  
Brookes Publishing.   
Edmark reading program:  Word recognition (2
nd
 ed.).  (1992).  Cambridge, MA:   
Edmark Corporation.   
Engelmann, S., L. Meyer, L. Carnine, W. Becker, J. Eisele and G. Johnson. (1999).  
Corrective Reading: Decoding strategies. Worthington, Ohio: Science Research 
Associate/McGraw-Hill. 
Evans, R.  (2001).  The human side of school change: Reform, resistance, and the real- 
life problems of innovation.  San Francisco, CA:  Jossey-Bass.   
Fitzgerald, J., Roberts, J., Pierce, P., & Schuele, M.  (1995).  Evaluation of home literacy  
environment: An illustration with preschool children with Down syndrome.  
Reading and Writing Quarterly, 11, 311-334.   
Fixsen, D.L., Naoom, S.F., Blase, K.A., Friedman, R.M., & Wallace, F.  (2005).  
Implementation Research: A Synthesis of the Literature.  Tampa, FL: University 
of South Florida, Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute, The National 
Implementation Research Network (FMHI Publication #231).   
Flores, M.M., Shippen, M.E., Alberto, P., & Crowe, L.  (2004).  Teaching letter-sound  
correspondence to students with moderate intellectual disabilities.  Journal of 
Direct Instruction, 4 (2), 173-188.   
 
 359 
Fuchs, L.S., & Fuchs, D.  (n.d.).  What is scientifically-based research on progress  
monitoring?  National Center on Student Progress Monitoring.  Retrieved January 
15, 2008 from http://www.studentprogress.org/library/What_is_Scientificall_% 
20Based_Research.pdf  
Fullen, M. (1993). Change forces: Probing the depths of educational reform. Bristol, PA:   
Falmer Press. 
Fullen, M. (1997).  The complexity of the change process.  In M. Fullen (Ed.), The  
challenge of school change (pp. 32-56).  Arlington Heights, IL:  IRI/SkyLight 
Training.  
Gall, M.D., Borg, W.R., & Gall, J.P.  (1996).  Educational research: An introduction, 6
th
  
Edition.  White Plains, NY:  Longman Publishers.   
Gersten, R., Fuchs, L.S., Compton, D., Coyne, M., Greenwood, C., & Innocenti, M.   
(2005).  Quality indicators for group experimental and quasi-experimental 
research in special education.  Exceptional Children, 71, 149-165. 
Goldman, K.D., & Schmalz, K.J.  (January 2006).  Logic models:  The picture worth ten  
thousand words.  Health Promotion Practice, 8-12.   
Gough, P.B. (1996).  How children learn to read and why they fail.  Annals of Dyslexia,  
46, 3-20.   
Grimes, J. & Tilly, W.D. (1996).  Policy and process:  Means to lasting educational  
change.  School Psychology Review, 25 (4), 465-476.   
 
 
 
 360 
Gurry, S.E., & Larkin, A.S.  (1999).  Literacy learning abilities of children with  
developmental disabilities:  What do we know?  Currents in Literacy.  2 (1).  
Retrieved March 3, 2008 from http://www.lesley.edu/academic_ 
centers/hood/currents/v2n1/gurry_larkin.html  
Hall, G.E., & Hord, S.M.  (2005).  Implementing change:  Patterns, principles and  
potholes, 2
nd
 Ed.  Boston, MA:  Allyn and Bacon. 
Hargreaves, A.  (1997).  Cultures of teaching and educational change.  In M. Fullen (Ed.),  
The challenge of school change (pp. 57-84).  Arlington Heights, IL:  IRI/SkyLight  
Training.  
Hasbrouck, J.E., & Tindal, G.  (1992).  Curriculum-based oral reading fluency norms for  
students in grades 2 through 5.  TEACHING Exceptional Children, 24(3), 41-44.   
Hedrick, W.B., Katims, D.S., & Carr, N.J.  (1999).  Implementing a multimethod,  
multilevel literacy program for students with mental retardation.  Focus on Autism 
and Other Developmental Disabilities, 14 (4), 231-239.   
Hord, S.M. (1997). Professional learning communities: Communities of continuous  
inquiry and improvement. Austin: Southwest Educational Development 
Laboratory.  
Horner, R.H., Carr, E.G., Halle, J., McGee, G., Odom, S., & Wolery, M.  (2005).  The  
use of single subject research to identify evidence-based practice in special 
education.  Exceptional Children, 71, 165-180.   
 
 
 
 361 
Houston, D., Al Otaiba, S., & Torgesen, J.K.  (2006).  Learning to read: Phonics and  
fluency.  In D. Browder & F. Spooner (Eds.), Teaching language-arts, math, and 
science to students with significant cognitive disabilities (pp. 39-61).  Baltimore:  
Brookes Publishing.   
Houston, D., Torgesen, J.  (2004).  Teaching Students with moderate disabilities to read:   
Insights from research.  Tallahassee, FL:  Florida Department of Education, 
bureau of Instructional Support and Community Services.  Retrieved March 3, 
2008 from   http://www.cpt.fsu.edu/ESE/pdf/ESE_Read.pdf  
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, PL 108-446, 20 U.S.C.  
§§ 1400 et. seq. 
The Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation. (1994). The program  
evaluation standards (2nd ed.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Joseph, L.M., & Seery, M.E.  (2004).  Where is the phonics? A review of the literature on  
the use of phonetic analysis with students with mental retardation.  Remedial and 
Special Education, 25 (2), 55-94.   
Joyce, B., & Showers, B.  (2002).  Student achievement through staff development, 3
rd
  
Edition.   Alexandria, VA: The Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.   
Katims, D.S. (2000).  Literacy instruction for people with mental retardation:  Historical  
highlights and contemporary analysis.  Education and Training in Mental 
Retardation and Developmental Disabilities, 35 (1), 3-15. 
 
 
 362 
Kliewer, C., & Biklen, D.  (2001).  ―School’s not really a place for Reading‖: A research  
synthesis of the literate lives of students with severe disabilities.  Journal of the 
Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps (JASH), 26 (1), 1-12.  
Kliewer, C., & Landis, D.  (1999).  Individualizing literacy instruction for young children  
with moderate to severe disabilities.  Exceptional Children, 66 (1), 85-100.   
Koppenhaver, D., Spadorcia, S., & Harrison, M.  (1998).  Improving reading  
comprehension for children with disabilities:  A review of research (Final Report, 
Section II).  Washington, DC:  Special Education Programs ED/OSERS. 
Koppenhaver, D., Coleman, P.P., Kalman, S.L., & Yoder, D.E.  (1991).  The implications  
of emergent literacy research for children with developmental disabilities.   
American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 1, 38-44.     
Lehman, W.E.K., Greener, J.M., & Simpson, D.D. (2002).  Assessing organizational  
readiness for change.  Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment, 22(4), 197-209. 
Light, J., & Kelford Smith, A.  (1993).  The home literacy experiences of preschoolers  
who use augmentative communication systems and their nondisabled peers.  
Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 9, 10-25.   
Little, J.W.  (1997).  Teacher’s professional development in a climate of educational  
reform.  In M. Fullan (Ed.), The Challenge of School Change (pp. 57-84). 
Arlington Heights IL: Skylight Professional Development.   
Mendez, Morse, S. (1992).  Leadership characteristics that facilitate school change.   
Austin, TX: Southwest Educational Development Laboratory.   
Merriam, S.B.  (1998).  Qualitative research and case study applications in education.   
San Francisco, CA:  Jossey-Bass Publishers.  
 363 
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. (2000). Report of the  
National Reading Panel. Teaching children to read: an evidence-based 
assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its implications for 
reading instruction: Reports of the subgroups (NIH Publication No. 00-4754). 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, PL 107-110, 115 Stat. 1425, 20 U.S.C. §§ 6301 et.  
seq. 
Orelove, F.P., & Sobsey, D.  (1996).  Educating children with multiple disabilities:  A  
transdiciplinary approach (3
rd
 Edition).  Baltimore:  Brookes Publishing.   
Senge, P.  (1990).  The fifth discipline.  New York, Doubleday. 
Snow, C.E., Burns, M.S., & Griffin, P.  (1998).  Preventing reading difficulties in young  
children.  Washington, DC:  National Academy Press. Retrieved November 15, 
2007 from http://www.nap.edu/books/030906418X/html/index.html. 
Stollar, S.A., Poth, R.L., Curtis, M.J., & Cohen, R.M.  (2006).  Collaborative strategic  
planning as illustration of the principles of systems change.  School Psychology 
Review, 35(2), 181-197.   
Stufflebeam, D.L.  (1971).  The relevance of the CIPP evaluation model for educational  
accountability.  Journal of Research and Development in Education, 5, 19-25.   
Sundberg, Mark L. and James. W. Partington. The Assessment of Basic Language and  
Learning Skills (The ABLLS): An assessment, curriculum guide, and skills 
tracking system for children with autism or other developmental disabilities. 
Pleasant Hill, CA: Behavioral Analysts, Inc., 1998. 
 
 364 
 
Lonigan, C.J., Burgess, S.R., & Anthony, J.L. (2000). Development of  emergent literacy  
and early reading skills in preschool children: Evidence from a latent-variable 
longitudinal study. Developmental  Psychology, 36(5), 596-613. 
U.S. Department of Labor.  (1991).  What work requires of schools: A SCANS report for  
America 2000.  Washington, DC:  Department of Labor.  (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Service No. ED332054) 
Worthen, B.R., Sanders, J.R.,  & Fitzpatrick, J.L.  (1997).  Program evaluation:   
Alternative approaches and practical guidelines, 2
nd
 Edition.  White Plaines, NY:  
Longman Publishers.    
 
 365 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APPENDICES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 366 
Appendix A: A Logic Model of the ELS Literacy Initiative  
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Appendix B: ELS Literacy Tracking Form 
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Appendix C:  Evaluation Questions and Data Sources 
Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
PROCESS EVALUATION: IMPLEMENTATION 
1. How are the components 
of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative currently being 
implemented?  (e.g., 
What are the roles of 
various team members?  
How is instruction being 
delivered?  How are 
resources being 
utilized?) 
Teacher Survey Question 2:   Please rate the helpfulness of the following 
resources in implementing literacy instruction in your classroom 
Teacher Survey Question 3:  If you indicated that a resource was ―Not at 
all Helpful‖ or only ―Slightly Helpful‖ in Question 2, please comment as 
to why. 
Teacher Survey Question 5:   Please rate the helpfulness of the following 
people and professional development resources in implementing literacy 
instruction in your classroom:    
Teacher Survey Question 6:  If you indicated that a resource was ―Not at 
all Helpful‖ or ―Slightly Helpful‖ in Question 5, please comment on how 
that resource could have been more helpful. 
Teacher Survey Question 10:  General comments on literacy resources 
and supports. 
Teacher Survey Question 11:   Please indicate the number of students for 
whom you use the following literacy instructional resources. 
Teacher Survey Question 12:  Other instructional materials that I use on 
a regular basis include. 
Teacher Survey Question 15:   Please briefly describe the role, if any, of 
each of the following individuals in planning, implementing, and 
evaluating literacy instruction in your classroom. 
Teacher Survey Question 22:   Please indicate how helpful the following 
sources of literacy data are for planning and delivering literacy instruction 
in your classroom. 
Teacher Survey Question 23:   How often do you use data in developing 
student literacy instructional plans?   
Teacher Survey Question 24:   How often do you use data in deciding 
when to make instructional changes? 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1:   What does literacy 
instruction look like in your classroom?  In other words, if I were to come 
into your classroom to observe, what would I see?    
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 2:   Tell me how you 
are using material resources in your classroom to support literacy 
instruction.    
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 3:   Tell me about 
how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.    
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:   Tell me how you 
go about planning student instruction.  
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1:   Tell me 
about your role in supporting literacy instruction.   
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 2:   Tell me how 
you are using material resources to support literacy instruction in your 
classroom.   
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 3: Tell me about 
how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.    
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:  Tell me how 
you are using literacy data to support instruction. 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes  
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Appendix C:  (Continued) 
Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
2. What factors serve to 
facilitate implementation 
of the ELS Literacy 
Initiative? 
Teacher Survey Question 14:   How, if at all, do the factors below 
FACILITATE the implementation of comprehensive and systematic 
literacy instruction in your classroom? (For example, one factor might be 
having access to a published curriculum.) 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1e:  Tell me about 
your greatest success story this past year – of a student who made the most 
growth in reading.  What factors were most important in creating this 
success story?  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 5:   What factors in 
your classroom have facilitated the implementation of literacy instruction 
(students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, other)? 
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 4:   What factors 
in your classroom have facilitated the implementation of literacy 
instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, 
other)? 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
3. What factors serve as 
barriers to the 
implementation of the 
ELS Literacy Initiative? 
Teacher Survey Question 13:   How, if at all, do the factors below serve 
as BARRIERS to the implementation of comprehensive and systematic 
literacy instruction in your classroom? (For example, one barrier might be 
lack of time to adequately plan instruction.)  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1f:  Tell me about 
your greatest challenge this past year – the student who did not make as 
much growth as you would like.  Why do you think this was the case? 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 4:   What factors in 
your classroom have served as barriers to the implementation of literacy 
instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, 
other)? 
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 3:   What factors 
in your classroom have served as barriers to the implementation of literacy 
instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, 
other)? 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
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Appendix C:  (Continued) 
Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
PRODUCT EVALUATION: SHORT TERM  AND INTERMEDIATE OUTCOMES 
4. How are teachers using 
the resources (material 
and people) they have 
been provided to help 
support literacy 
instruction in their 
classrooms?  
Teacher Survey Question 2:   Please rate the helpfulness of the following 
resources in implementing literacy instruction in your classroom:   
Teacher Survey Question 3:  If you indicated that a resource was ―Not at 
all Helpful‖ or only ―Slightly Helpful‖ in Question 2, please comment as 
to why:  
Teacher Survey Question 5:   Please rate the helpfulness of the following 
people and professional development resources in implementing literacy 
instruction in your classroom:    
Teacher Survey Question 6:  If you indicated that a resource was ―Not at 
all Helpful‖ or ―Slightly Helpful‖ in Question 5, please comment on how 
that resource could have been more helpful: 
Teacher Survey Question 10:  General comments on literacy resources 
and supports: 
Teacher Survey Question 11:   Please indicate the number of students for 
whom you use the following literacy instructional resources:  
Teacher Survey Question 12:  Other instructional materials that I use on 
a regular basis include:  
Teacher Survey Question 15:   Please briefly describe the role, if any, of 
each of the following individuals in planning, implementing, and 
evaluating literacy instruction in your classroom:  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1:   What does literacy 
instruction look like in your classroom?  In other words, if I were to come 
into your classroom to observe, what would I see?   
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 2:   Tell me how you 
are using material resources in your classroom to support literacy 
instruction.   
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 3:   Tell me about 
how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.   
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:   Tell me how you 
go about planning student instruction.  
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 1:   Tell me 
about your role in supporting literacy instruction.   
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 2:   Tell me how 
you are using material resources to support literacy instruction in your 
classroom.   
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 3: Tell me about 
how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.    
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:  Tell me how 
you are using literacy data to support instruction. 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
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Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
5. How do teachers rate 
their feelings of support, 
preparedness, and 
confidence as a result of 
the resources that they 
have been provided 
through the literacy 
initiative?  
Teacher Survey Question 4:  Overall I am adequately supported with 
sufficient material resources for literacy instruction in my classroom.  
Teacher Survey Question 7:  Overall, I am adequately supported through 
the coaching and professional development opportunities available for 
literacy instruction in my classroom.  
Teacher Survey Question 8:  I am confident in providing literacy 
instruction in my classroom.  
Teacher Survey Question 9:  I am better prepared to provide literacy 
instruction because of the support and resources provided to me.  
Teacher Survey Question 10:  General comments on literacy resources 
and supports:  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
6. To what extent is 
instruction in the area of 
literacy aligned with best 
practices and current 
research (e.g., 
comprehensive 
programming, direct 
instruction, data to 
inform instruction, 
literacy across the day, 
etc.) as reported by 
teachers? 
Teacher Survey Question 11:   Please indicate the number of students for 
whom you use the following literacy instructional resources:  
Teacher Survey Question 12:  Other instructional materials that I use on 
a regular basis include:  
Teacher Survey Question 16:   For each student in your classroom, 
indicate whether each of the following is part of their regular, systematic 
literacy instruction:  
Teacher Survey Question 17:   Literacy instruction (formal and 
informal) is provided throughout the school day for: 
Teacher Survey Question 18:   There is a designated time for literacy 
instruction in the schedule every day for: 
Teacher Survey Question 19:   I have a written literacy instructional plan 
for:  
Teacher Survey Question 23:   How often do you use data in developing 
student literacy instructional plans? 
Teacher Survey Question 24:   How often do you use data in deciding 
when to make instructional changes? 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:   Tell me how you 
go about planning student instruction.  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
7. To what extent do 
students in the ELS 
program have access to 
appropriate, research-
based literacy instruction 
as reported by teachers?   
Teacher Survey Question 11:   Please indicate the number of students for 
whom you use the following literacy instructional resources: 
Teacher Survey Question 12:  Other instructional materials that I use on 
a regular basis include:  
Teacher Survey Question 16:   For each student in your classroom, 
indicate whether each of the following is part of their regular, systematic 
literacy instruction:  
Teacher Survey Question 20:   The students in my classroom have 
access to appropriate, research-based literacy instruction.  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
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Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
8. How are literacy data 
being used in the 
classroom and how do 
teachers rate those data 
sources in terms of 
helpfulness? 
Teacher Survey Question 22:   Please indicate how helpful the following 
sources of literacy data are for planning and delivering literacy instruction 
in your classroom:    
Teacher Survey Question 23:   How often do you use data in developing 
student literacy instructional plans?   
Teacher Survey Question 24:   How often do you use data in deciding 
when to make instructional changes? 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:   Tell me how you 
go about planning student instruction.  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 7:   Tell me how you 
are using literacy data in your classroom.  
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 6:  Tell me how 
you are using literacy data to support instruction. 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
9. How are the literacy 
benchmark data being 
utilized?  Are the data 
adequate to support these 
uses? 
Teacher Survey Question 22:   Please indicate how helpful the following 
sources of literacy data are for planning and delivering literacy instruction 
in your classroom:    
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 7:   Tell me how you 
are using literacy data in your classroom. 
Literacy Benchmark Data Analysis across multiple years 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
10. To what extent do 
teachers believe there is 
instructional continuity 
for individual students as 
they move from one 
teacher to the next? 
Teacher Survey Question 26:   To what extent is there instructional 
continuity when students transition from one teacher to the next in the 
ELS program?  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 8:   What have been 
some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
11. To what extent do 
teachers believe the 
activities of the ELS 
Literacy Initiative have 
impacted the inclusion / 
integration of students in 
ELS into district 
classrooms? 
Teacher Survey Question 27:   The literacy instruction that has taken 
place in my classroom has improved the inclusion / integration of students 
into district classrooms.  
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 8:   What have been 
some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
12. To what extent do 
teachers and parents 
believe the activities of 
the ELS Literacy 
Initiative have impacted 
generalization of literacy 
skills to the home?   
Teacher Survey Question 28:   The literacy skills that students have 
worked on in my classroom have generalized to the home setting.  
Parent Survey Question 1:   To what extent have you seen literacy skills 
gained by your child in the school setting carry over to the home setting? 
Parent Survey Question 2:   Please explain your answer to question 1.  
Parent Survey Question 3:   How satisfied are you with communication 
between you and your child’s teacher regarding literacy instruction?  
Parent Survey Question 4:   Please comment on communication between 
you and your child’s teacher regarding literacy instruction.   
Parent Survey Question 5:   Please describe how literacy is reinforced 
and supported with your child at home. 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 8:   What have been 
some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
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Evaluation Question Data Source(s) 
13. To what extent have 
student outcomes in the 
area of literacy been 
impacted as a result of 
the Literacy Initiative?  
Teacher Survey Question 29:   Student literacy skills have improved 
because of the resources in my classroom and the training that I have been 
provided. 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 8:   What have been 
some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 7:  What have 
been some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom? 
Literacy Benchmark Data Analysis across multiple years   
Literacy Development Tracking Data Analysis across two years  
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
NEXT STEPS  
14. What should be the next 
steps in the Literacy 
Initiative?   
Teacher Survey Question 31:   Please comment on how you think 
literacy instruction and outcomes can be improved for students in the ELS 
program:   
Parent Survey Question 6:   Based on your experiences, how can the 
ELS program improve literacy outcomes for students?   
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 9:   What would help 
you improve literacy outcomes in your classroom right now? 
Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide Question 10:   If you had 
unlimited resources and were in charge of the program, how would you 
change things to improve literacy outcomes for students in the ELS 
program? 
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 8: What would 
help you improve literacy outcomes in your classroom right now? 
Support Staff Focus Group Interview Guide Question 9: If you had 
unlimited resources and were in charge of the program, how would you 
change things to improve literacy outcomes for students in the ELS 
program? 
Qualitative Data Analysis:  Level 1 and Level 2 codes 
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Appendix F:  Teacher Focus Group Interview Guide 
 
Teachers present: 
Location: 
Date: 
Start time and End Time: 
Describe the Room: 
 
This Interview Guide will serve as just that, a ―guide.‖  The numbered questions 
represent broad, open-ended questions that are designed to stimulate conversation related 
to specific topics.  Probing questions (indented and identified with letters under each 
general question) will be used to follow up if the group has not discussed or brought up 
the topic on their own.  The probing questions will be used on an as-needed basis.   
 
 Opening comments  
o Remind the group of the purpose of the discussion.  
o Inform the group that the discussion is only for those persons present and that 
specific comments will not be identified with individuals and will not be 
shared in that way with anyone outside the group. 
o Remind the group why it is important to be open and honest and to try to 
make everyone comfortable within the context of the confidential 
conversation. 
o Inform the members that participation in the discussion is voluntary and that 
any individual can choose to withdraw and leave the group at any time. 
However, since no comments will be identified in terms of the originator, no 
comments will be deleted from the recording and transcription should the 
originator choose to discontinue participation. 
o Ask if anyone has any questions 
o Ask members to sign the informed consent form if they have not done so 
already. Only persons who have signed an informed consent form may 
participate. 
o Provide a definition of literacy in the ELS program:  For the purposes of this 
survey, the term "literacy" is defined broadly.  The following are examples of 
literacy skills that are targeted in the ELS program: 
-  interest in / understanding of books  
-  awareness of the sounds that make up words 
-  letter knowledge  
-  letter / sound correspondence knowledge 
-  sight word identification  
-  picture vocabulary  
-  oral vocabulary  
-  written vocabulary  
-  expressive and receptive communication  
-  reading words, sentences, and paragraphs  
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Students may demonstrate these skills expressively or receptively or they may use 
assistive technology to demonstrate these literacy skills. 
 
1) What does literacy instruction look like in your classroom?  In other words, if I were 
to come into your classroom to observe, what would I see?   
a. Describe when literacy instruction is provided in a group format and what it 
looks like.  
b. Describe when literacy instruction is provided individually and what that 
looks like. 
c. Tell me about the role of teaching assistants in supporting literacy instruction 
in your classroom.  
d. Tell me about the role of other support staff in supporting literacy instruction 
in your classroom. 
e. Tell me about your greatest success story this past year – of a student who 
made the most growth in reading.  What factors were most important in 
creating this success story?  
f. Tell me about your greatest challenge this past year – the student who did not 
make as much growth as you would like.  Why do you think this was the 
case?  
 
2) Tell me how you are using material resources in your classroom to support literacy 
instruction.   
a. How are you using the published curriculum materials that are in your 
classroom?  
b. How are you using Reading Mastery and Language for Learning (the 
identified core curriculum)?  
c. How are you using teacher created materials?  
d. How are you using the ELS Literacy scope and sequence and resource 
binders?  
e. How are you using computer software programs?  
f. How are you using literacy websites? 
g. How are you using the instructional planning tools that you have been 
provided? 
h. What other material resources are you using to support literacy instruction?  
i. What types of materials do you think would be helpful that you don’t 
currently have?  
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3) Tell me about how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.   
a. How are you using the Literacy Coach? If not, why? 
b. How are you using the technology coach?  If not, why?  
c. How are you using other people resources in the program?  
d. In what types of professional development activities have you participated in?  
What has been the most helpful?   
e. What types of professional development activities are your staff accessing?  
What has been the most helpful to them?  
 
4) What factors in your classroom have served as barriers to the implementation of 
literacy instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, 
other)? 
 
5) What factors in your classroom have facilitated the implementation of literacy 
instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, other)? 
 
6) Tell me how you go about planning student instruction.  
a. What information do you use when creating student instructional plans?  
b. What types of skills are you targeting through instruction?   
c. How do you document students’ instructional plans?   
d. How do you communicate student’s instructional plans (to staff, to parents, to 
receiving teachers)?  
e. How do you infuse literacy instruction and practice into other activities in the 
students’ school day?  
 
7) Tell me how you are using literacy data in your classroom. 
a. What are your sources of data?  
b. How are you using the benchmark data that are collected three times a year by 
the Intervention Specialist?  
c. How are you monitoring student literacy progress?  
d. How are you using student literacy data in relation to student IEP goals?  
e. How do you know when to change instruction?  
 
8) What have been some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
a. Tell me about the home / school relationship when it comes to literacy 
instruction.  
b. Tell me how literacy instruction in your classroom has had an impact on 
students’ inclusion and integration opportunities?   
c. What have the student related outcomes been?  
d. Tell me about students’ transition from one teacher to the next and the 
consistency of literacy instruction.  
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9) What would help you improve literacy outcomes in your classroom right now? 
 
10) If you had unlimited resources and were in charge of the program, how would you 
change things to improve literacy outcomes for students in the ELS program?  
 
11) What else would you like to share with me about literacy instruction?  
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Support Staff Present: 
Location: 
Date: 
Start time and End Time: 
Describe the Room: 
 
This Interview Guide will serve as just that, a ―guide.‖  The numbered questions 
represent broad, open-ended questions that are designed to stimulate conversation related 
to specific topics.  Probing questions (indented and identified with letters under each 
general question) will be used to follow up if the group has not discussed or brought up 
the topic on their own.  The probing questions will be used on an as-needed basis.   
 
 Opening comments  
o Remind the group of the purpose of the discussion.  
o Inform the group that the discussion is only for those persons present and that 
specific comments will not be identified with individuals and will not be 
shared in that way with anyone outside the group. 
o Remind the group why it is important to be honest and to try to make 
everyone comfortable within the context of the confidential conversation. 
o Ask members to sign the informed consent form if they have not done so 
already. Only persons who have signed an informed consent form may 
participate. 
o Inform the members that participation in the discussion is voluntary and that 
any individual can choose to withdraw and leave the group at any time. 
However, since no comments will be identified in terms of the originator, no 
comments will be deleted from the recording and transcription should the 
originator choose to discontinue participation.  
o Provide a definition of literacy in the ELS program. 
o Tell group that I am going to be asking some of the same questions that I 
asked the teacher focus group.  Ensure them that it is OK not to have a 
response to a particular question.  
o Provide a definition of literacy in the ELS program:  For the purposes of this 
survey, the term "literacy" is defined broadly.  The following are examples of 
literacy skills that are targeted in the ELS program: 
-  interest in / understanding of books  
-  awareness of the sounds that make up words 
-  letter knowledge  
-  letter / sound correspondence knowledge 
-  sight word identification  
-  picture vocabulary  
-  oral vocabulary  
-  written vocabulary  
-  expressive and receptive communication  
-  reading words, sentences, and paragraphs  
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Students may demonstrate these skills expressively or receptively or they may use 
assistive technology to demonstrate these literacy skills. 
 
12) Tell me about your role in supporting literacy instruction.   
a. In other words, if I were to come into the classroom to observe, what would I 
see if you were supporting literacy instruction? What actually happens as part 
of literacy instruction? 
b. What are you responsible for when it comes to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
c. What are you not responsible for when it comes to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
d. Tell me about communication between you and the classroom teacher. 
e. Tell me about the role of other support staff in supporting literacy instruction. 
 
13) Tell me how you are using material resources to support literacy instruction in your 
classroom.   
a. How are published curriculum materials being used?  
b. How are Reading Mastery and Language for Learning (the identified core 
curriculum) being used?  
c. How are teacher created materials being used?  
d. How are ELS Literacy scope and sequence and resource binders being used?  
e. How are computer software programs being used?  
f. How are literacy websites being used? 
g. What other material resources are being used to support literacy instruction?  
h. What types of materials do you think would be helpful that you don’t 
currently have? 
 
14) Tell me about how you are using coaching support and professional development 
opportunities to support literacy instruction in your classroom.   
a. In what types of professional development activities have you participated 
during the past year?   
b. What has been the most helpful?   
 
15) What factors in your classroom have facilitated the implementation of literacy 
instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, other)? 
 
16) What factors in your classroom have served as barriers to the implementation of 
literacy instruction (students, staff, classroom environment, materials, training, 
other)? 
 389 
Appendix G:  (Continued) 
 
17) Tell me how you are using literacy data to support instruction. 
a. What are your sources of data?  
b. How are you using the benchmark data that are collected three times a year?  
c. How are you monitoring student literacy progress?  
d. How are you using student literacy data in relation to IEP goals? 
e. How do you know when to change instruction?  
 
18) What have been some of the positive outcomes related to literacy instruction in your 
classroom?  
a. Tell me about the impact on students and their skills. 
b. Tell me about differences between your students and the outcomes that you 
have seen from the literacy instruction that you have provided.  Do some 
students benefit significantly more than others?  Why or why not? 
 
19) What would help you improve literacy outcomes in your classroom right now? 
 
20) If you had unlimited resources and were in charge of the program, how would you 
change things to improve literacy outcomes for students in the ELS program? 
 
21) What else would you like to share with me about literacy instruction?  
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Beginning of the Year:  Aug / Sept Resources 
Identify student current skill level using existing 
resources and collecting additional data when 
necessary. 
 Student’s Literacy Tracking Form  
 Current IEP  
 Assessments in Literacy Binders 
 Benchmark Assessment Binders 
 AIMSweb  
 Informal assessments / observations  
Develop comprehensive instructional plan   Literacy Binders / Scope and Sequence 
 Instructional planning form  
 Student’s literacy tracking form  
 Direct Instruction placement tests  
 ELS Instructional Consultants  
Identify progress monitoring strategy (what, when, 
who).  This has to be done for the IEP goal and 
may be done in other skill areas also. 
 Student’s Literacy Tracking Form  
 Current IEP  
 Assessments in Literacy Binders  
 Benchmark Assessment Binders  
 AIMSweb  
Implement instructional plans  
 Obtain / create materials  
 Put into schedule  
 Identify training needs  
 Periodically review progress on 
implementation  
 Direct Instruction and other Literacy Programs 
 Shared materials on Box.net 
 Literacy Binders / Scope and Sequence  
 NSSED professional development  
 Direct Instruction implementation coaching  
Implement progress monitoring plan  
 Obtain materials when necessary 
 Train staff when necessary  
 Create graph for data 
 AIMSweb 
 Excel  
 Other graphing tools  
 
Middle of the Year:  Oct - Mar Resources 
Regularly update progress monitoring data on 
chart / graph.  
 AIMSweb 
 Excel  
 Other graphing tools 
Periodically review data to determine whether 
students are making adequate progress.  Make 
instructional changes when appropriate.  Note 
changes in instruction on Instructional Plan or any 
changes in the goal. 
 The student’s progress monitoring graph  
 Student’s current Instructional Plan  
 Literacy Binders / Scope and Sequence  
 ELS Instructional Consultants  
Periodically check to ensure Instructional Plans 
are being carried through with integrity. Are we 
doing what we said we would do? 
 Student’s current Instructional Plan  
 Direct Instruction integrity checks  
 Direct Instruction implementation coaching 
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End of the Year:  Apr - Jun Resources 
Re-Evaluations  
 Review existing data  
 Update of student skill level / skill 
analysis through CBE and survey level 
assessments  
 Identify current instructional plan and 
direction of future instruction   
 Identify opportunities for generalization  
 Assessments in Literacy Binders  
 Benchmark Assessment Binders  
 AIMSweb 
 Current Instructional Plan  
 Literacy Binders / Scope and Sequence  
Write new goals  
 Identify current level of performance 
across areas  
 Identify where to go next  
 Work with team to write goals 
 Current progress monitoring data  
 Literacy Binders / Scope and Sequence  
 Current Instructional Plan 
 Assessments in Literacy Binders  
 Benchmark Assessment Binders  
 AIMSweb 
Update Literacy Tracking Forms  
 Identify current skill developmental level  
 Current literacy program  
 Current progress monitoring data  
 Student’s Literacy Tracking Form 
 Literacy Binder / Scope and Sequence  
 Current progress monitoring data  
 Info on current Instructional Plan  
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